CMN 131 – Journalism I

Diagnosing and Fixing Basic Writing Problems
The 9 Obstacles to Clear and Concise Writing

Redundancy

What is it? Redundancy means saying the same thing more than once, often using slightly different words each time. 

Examples: At 10AM in the morning… (if you have the AM you don’t need “in the morning). The large skyscraper… (if it’s a skyscraper, it’s obviously large). The professors gathered for the meeting of professors (the second half of the sentence gives exactly the same information as the first half). 

Generalizations
What are they? Generalizations are broad statements that sum up information in terms that are too large to be meaningful. 

Example: All students here hate the parking situation…(sure, most do, but some may not. Contrast this to a sentence like “All students must take the Accuplacer exam unless they place out with their SAT scores” which is a sentence that uses “all” in an accurate way). 

Pretentious Language

What is it? Sometimes people have the incorrect idea that good writing style means using words that sound sophisticated to them (the kind of words you learn for the SAT’s and might use occasionally, but seldom use in day-to-day speech). 

Example: The Viking advanced the game through judicious salvos on goal, driving their pusillanimous opponent into fits of apoplexy. 

Wordiness

What is it? Wordiness means using three words where a single word would do. 

Examples: Due to the fact that (use “because”), as per the request (use “as asked”), in the immediate future (use “soon”). 

Inclusion of unnecessary information

What is it? A journalist always has more information than she uses in the final article, so part of the craft of writing is knowing what to leave out. 

Examples: Honors student Mai-Ling Kwon, a second year Liberal Arts major who grew up with her adoptive parents on the island of Fiji and had her wisdom teeth removed on her eighteenth birthday, just received a full scholarship to Boston University. (You guessed it: unless the wisdom teeth are somehow related to her scholarship, they don’t need to be in the article). 

Inaccurate word choice

What is it? When asked to do journalistic writing, students are often aware that they need to sound more formal than they would in their usual conversations. For some this results in choosing words that “sound” right although they don’t actually mean what the student intends. (This problem can be solved by reading more complex texts and reading with a pen and dictionary in hand)

Example: The Trenton Area Soup Kitchen (TASK) helps hungry people in a city that is ravished by poverty. (The student likely means “ravaged” but has selected ravished instead, creating an image of Trenton being sexually assaulted by poverty). The number of students who fail ENG 101 is truly mind bottling. (The fact that students don’t read enough to know that the term is “mind boggling” is suggests that they have been mind bottled). 

Self reference

What is it? Using the words “I,” “me,” and “my” in your articles is not good form. Even in a review you don’t need to use these words. Although they are acceptable in opinions, it’s best to learn to write without them. If you have an editor who endorses them (for opinions) you can always put them back in later. The rationale for not using them, particularly in journalistic writing, is that the reporter is NEVER the central focus of the story, and inserting the “I” into the story detracts from the people, ideas and events that the story is really about. 

Example: I think the restaurant is over-priced and the food is generally over-cooked…(Just take out the “I think” and make it a declarative statement). I interviewed the coach of the other team who said his players were in better shape than ours, which is why they beat us 9-0...(Just take out the words “I interviewed” and the word “who”). 

Passive voice

What is it? Writing in passive voice means you are constructing sentences in which action takes place, but the entity that performs the action is not named/positioned first. Moving the agent of the action to the end of the sentence diminishes the importance of the verbs in the sentence and journalism relies on verbs.

Examples: The contract was ratified by the board of trustees. (The board of trustees are doing the ratifying, so they should be positioned first, as in: “The board of trustees ratified the contract.”) It was decided that the student government meetings would be held on Tuesdays. (Who made this decision? The SGA? We need to figure out who did the deciding and then put them back at the beginning of the sentence rather than implying some mysterious force caused this to happen, so: “The SGA decided to hold student government meetings on Tuesdays.”). 

Adverbs


What are they? Words that modify verbs (the usually end in –LY or -Y)

Examples: The professor hastily took away the student’s phone. (Remove “hastily” – you don’t need it). Every player fought bravely to the finish. (Remove “bravely” – you don’t need it). 

Practice Fixing Writing Errors
Directions: Read over the examples below. Complete the checklists that follow, then highlight (using the highlighters provided by your instructor) as indicated. Finally, write your new version of the example in the space provided. 

Example 1: 

A really significant event occurred on last Tuesday, November 23 at 10AM in the morning. Three students from Mercer quickly ran out of the CM building on the east side of campus and beckoned a security guard who was loitering outside the Student Center to come and help them all with a problem they had discovered. With the guard, Jim Cutner, who is also a second year biology major in the Health Sciences division, in tow, the group gallivanted back toward the CM building and entered through the main doors on the quad side of the edifice. Once inside, Jones deftly maneuvered Cutner to see the gushing water emanating from within the first floor men’s lavatory. The situation was undoubtedly severe. At 10:08AM it was discovered that the aquatic disturbance was the result of a water main break in the subterranean level basement area of the erection. At exactly 11:56AM the MAlert system was activated to allow for everyone who is registered correctly in the school’s emergency system to know of the tragic incident and to indicate a school closure for the remaining duration of the day. 
Which of the writing problems do you see? List all that apply. ________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

Now, go through the article and draw a line through all unnecessary words. 

Next, highlight all adverbs in blue. Then highlight all instances of passive voice in yellow. Now highlight all moment of biased language/opinion in orange. Finally highlight all instances of odd word choice and wordiness in green. 

Now, rewrite the example in the clearest and most concise language possible, being sure not to change any information. See if you can get it down to 50 words or fewer. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

Example 2:

On entry at Pandora, the new Asian fusion restaurant located adjacent to the Quiznos sandwich shop at Windsor Greens mall on Rt.1 you are greeted with an ambiance of serenity and an upbeat atmosphere. A server will greet you at the door and usher you to a table for two or as many people as you are dining with. The servers are all well dressed and friendly and will quickly offer you a drink when you first sit down at the table. The tables are beige and seats are the usual ones you find in most restaurants, with soft naugahide cushioning. Along one wall is the salad bar, above which I was able to glimpse a picture of white tigers playing. A few restaurant patrons exercised their legs as they streaked around the salad bar area selecting mostly Asian items for their plates. The dining experience at Pandora is engaged because the waiters will prepare some dishes right beside the table for you. They will even wrap mu-shu pancakes for you while you watch. Overall the restaurant is a good one for people who like a new experience. 

Which of the writing problems do you see? List all that apply. ________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

Now, go through the article and draw a line through all unnecessary words. 

Next, highlight all adverbs in blue. Then highlight all instances of passive voice in yellow. Now highlight all moment of biased language/opinion in orange. Finally highlight all instances of odd word choice and wordiness in green. 

Now, rewrite the example in the clearest and most concise language possible, being sure not to change any information. See if you can get it down to 50 words or fewer. 

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

Good journalistic writing is, above all, clear, concise and unbiased. In other worksheets we have focused on how to spot and eliminate biased language. This worksheet focuses on developing clarity and conciseness. 
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