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Chapter 3

Style and the Stylebook

Lesson #3: The three most important concepts of media writing are accuracy, brevity and clarity.  The most important is accuracy.
Style – the generally accepted rules of writing and usage for a particular medium to promote consistency among writers and to reduce confusion among readers

Accuracy:

· the chief goal for any mass media writer

· society puts great stock in truth & honesty
· people won’t read, watch or subscribe to media they believe is inaccurate
· audiences tends to believe what they read and see in mass media, so writers bear a responsibility to get it right

· writers need to keep an open mind

· writers need to learn to not publish everything they know 

Brevity:

· Writers need to recognize when they are being long-winded and be able to eliminate redundancies (using too many words to express an idea)

· examples: advance planning | free gifts | component parts

· brevity includes avoiding repetitive words, especially verbs.

Clarity:

· Facts confused by the writer are of little use to the reader.

· The writer must put herself or himself into the position of the reader, explaining as one who wasn’t present…didn’t see it happen…and hasn’t talked with anyone about it.

· The key to clear writing is to understand the subject.

· Be as simple and straightforward as possible.

· Translate jargon for your audience.

· Each sentence should logically follow the previous sentence.  Provide your audience with transitions to new information.

JOURNALISTIC CONVENTIONS:

1. Inverted Pyramid
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· Most commonly used structure for news stories

· Info presented in order of its importance

· Most important facts at the beginning

· If story needs to be cut, it can be done from the bottom without loss of essential facts or coherence

2. Types of Stories – some types are covered so often that standard practices have evolved to govern how they are written (disaster stories must tell if anyone was killed or injured…DWI stories must indicate a blood alcohol content…domestic abuse stories must spell out the relationship between the victim and the accused)

3. Balance, Objectivity, Fairness – if an accusation is made against a person, that person should be given a chance to respond.

Balance means the journalist must understand the relative importance of the events they are writing about, and not underplay or over-emphasize it.

Objectivity means reporting only what you know and can confirm.  Give the audience a complete picture with differing points of view.

Fairness is a basic tenet of American journalism.  Journalists don’t take sides; let the reader draw conclusions.

4. The Impersonal Reporter – be invisible to the reader…never use first-person (I, me, we, our, my, us) or second-person (you, your) pronouns unless they are direct quotes

5. Reliance on Official Sources – those thought to have expertise on a subject.  Some critics feel they too often are white males who don’t accurately reflect sufficient perspective.  There are relatively few women, racial or ethnic official sources.

6. Attribution & Quotations – all but the most obvious and commonly known facts should be attributed.  All quotations must be attributed.

Quotation marks mean that someone spoke the exact words indicated.

Each media source must decide how to handle incorrect grammar, slang, and profane or offensive language.

· quoting somebody who uses poor grammar makes them appear uneducated or foolish

· broadcast media face federal fines if they air obscenity (print media do not)

· restating poor grammar outside of quotations may be acceptable if the source is not someone accustomed to speaking publicly 

[image: image3.jpg]MLA

Handbook





· published by news organizations as a standard set of language rules to promote consistency

· deal primarily with consistency, usage & precision

· first Associated Press (AP) Stylebook published in 1953; revised annually

· most commonly used reference for mass media writers

S

1. AP Stylebook Conventions:

1.  Capitalization – unnecessary use of upper case slows reading speed; reserve upper case for words that deserve it

2. 2.  Abbreviation – conserve space and simplify information when appropriate (write 15 W. Main St. rather than 15 West Main Street); titles should be abbreviated when attached to a specific name, otherwise spell out the title in lower case (Dr., Gov., Lt. Gov., Mr., Mrs., Rep., Sen., the Rev.)
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3. Punctuation – see the Chapter 2 notes 

Numerals – spell out whole numbers below ten; use numerals for 10 and above; avoid beginning a sentence with a number 

Ages – always use numerals (3-year-old boy; he was 80; the girl, 6, was rescued)

Dimensions – use numerals (he is 5 feet 9 inches tall; the rug is 10 by 12; expect 3 ½ inches of snow)

Dates – always capitalize months; spell out March, April, May, June & July; abbreviate others; when a month and year are mentioned - but not a specific day - it should appear without a comma (July 2015) 

Language Sensitivity – language choice has the ability to offend and demean; writers must treat subjects fairly and equitably without lapsing into stereotypes

Sexist Pronouns – it is unacceptable to use the pronoun he in reference to a man or woman; it is better to rewrite using plurals

     Correct: Students should always do their homework.
     Incorrect: A student should always do his homework.
Titles – mailman and fireman should be replaced with gender-neutral words like mail carrier and firefighter
Descriptions – media too often describe women in gratuitous terms alluding to beauty, physique or beauty…racial descriptions are often used even if they are unrelated to the story

Illness & Disability – labeling someone as handicapped assumes something that may be incorrect or irrelevant…don’t write that someone is confined to a wheelchair; instead say that they use a wheelchair 
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