SYLLABUS

Political and Government Reporting 

SPRING/2009

Instructor:   
Fran Silverman
Class meets:        Tuesday-Friday 9:30-10:45 a.m./ CNS 2

My office:  
Donnarumma 141



My office phone: 
 254-4000 ext. 2796

Cell phone:             203 803-0551

E-mail:               
 fsilverman@mail.fairfield.edu

Office hours:         Tuesday-Fridays 11-12:30
Required Materials:  “The Straight Scoop”  by the Hartford Courant staff; “The boys on the Bus” by Timothy Crouse, “All the President’s Men’’ by Woodward and Bernstein and “Covering Politics: A handbook for Journalists” by Rob Armstrong. Also required: “AP Stylebook” current  edition. Also required, you must read a local newspaper every day such as the Connecticut Post in order to follow town news in Fairfield. This can include the local weeklies as well such as the Fairfield Minuteman, or the Fairfield Citizen News. You should also be familiar with state and national politics as well by reading a national paper or online publication.

Class Goals:  This class will emphasize the role of the press as a government watchdog and the fourth estate.  It will build on what you have learned in News writing/ENW 220.  You will learn how to cover a beat by writing basic beat stories such as reporting on meetings, reviewing agendas, looking at budgets, profiling local leaders on campus and in town. You will become familiar with state and local issues and politics and learn how to handle polling material and obtain government documents through Freedom of Information regulations. You will  find out how to report the real story behind budget numbers, statistics, speeches and political posturing.  You will learn how to decide what issues deserve to be highlighted and how you should frame them. Specifically, you will learn to how to alert people to how their tax dollars are being spent. As part of class, we will take a tour of Fairfield Town Hall, meet with a Fairfield government official and learn from political reporters who will come to class to speak. After this class, you will have the key experience necessary to write for local media. 

ASSIGNMENTS
In order to learn basic government reporting, you will write stories that have to do with local campus government and the town of Fairfield. We will start by focusing on campus and then move to focusing on town of Fairfield issues. The assignments will include covering a campus FUSA meeting and profiling a campus FUSA leader. You will also attend a town government meeting and write a profile on a town official.  In addition, you will write a poll story, and a budget story. Your final piece will be on a problem or conflict facing the town of Fairfield.  You will also analyze two books, “The Boys on the Bus”  which discusses the pitfalls of presidential “pack” journalism reporting and “All the Presidents Men” which describes how now infamous journalists Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward unearthed Pres. Nixon’s illegal activity that led to his downfall. Also, because journalism requires reporters to be aware of the world around them, I will also give five current events news quizzes. 

 Please note: Because deadlines are so important in journalism, late papers are severely penalized. For every day a paper is late it loses 10 points. Thus a paper will garner a failing grade if it is three days late. If you miss class, you still have to e-mail me the paper the day it is due.

DEADLY ERRORS

News stories lose all credibility when the reader notices a glaring error and then starts to wonder how many other problems there are within the story. Therefore, misspelling the name of a principal actor in a story will result in your receiving a failing grade on the story. 

ACADEMIC HONESTY AND PLAGIARISM

As a journalist myself, I’m extremely strict about academic honesty issues, as is this university as a whole. Plagiarism may include (but not be limited to) failing to document borrowed words or ideas from other sources, including other newspapers, wire reports or the Internet, and handing in the work of another’s as one’s own. Journalists have an additional code of ethics that must not be violated. These include:

· Fabricating an interview or eyewitness account or failing to observe journalism conventions for handling quoted material (to be discussed in class).

· Libeling an individual and damaging their reputation with untrue comments placed in your stories.

· Failing to tell a source that you are using their information for a class story that has the potential   to be published
My policy on plagiarism is very clear and comes straight from the university’s handbook: “In the event of such dishonesty, professors are to award a grade of zero for the project, paper or exam and may record an F for the course itself”
In addition, the incident will be reported to the Dean of Arts and Sciences for further action.

ATTENDANCE

Attendance is key in this class because of the writing, analysis and critiques we do each week. This class lives and dies on full discussions and student perspectives. Participation counts in final grades. If you are not there, you can’t participate. Thus, you are allowed only three cuts from class. After the third cut, you will lose 3 points from you final grade with each additional absence. On the sixth unexcused cut you may fail the class.  Coming to class on time counts toward attendance. If you are more than 10 minutes late to class twice, it will count as an absence. The same with leaving early. 

Grading guide
“A”  Outstanding achievement. Publishable as is. No significant style errors. Shows superior command of facts, judgment, organization and writing. On some level, extra-ordinary.

“B” – Superior; better than average. Handled assignment very well. Very few style errors. Copy only needs a bit of rewriting and polishing before it could be published.

“C” – Acceptable; average job. Not a story someone would read unless the information was really needed. Several style errors. Some basic organizational or writing problems. Needs significant rewriting.

      “D” – Minimal achievement but passing. Poor piece. Lacks fundamental judgment and/or writing   skills. Frequent style errors. Important facts omitted.

      “F” – Failure of news writing assignment. Major errors, completely missed the mark on the assignment. Handed it in late.

ASSIGNMENTS

Six “beat” stories: 9 pts each/  54 % of grade

FUSA meeting, FUSA profile, government meeting, town leader profile/ poll story, budget story

Mini stories/ class assignments: Obits/ deadlines etc./ 5 %

Book Analysis: 10 percent (5 pts  each, ATPM and BOB)

Quizzes: 5 percent

Final Project on a town issue: 20 pts
Participation: 6 percent

CLASS SCHEDULE

DATE                                                                            WHAT’S DUE

Jan 13-16                T-Intro to class /                                                    
                                 F- Press as Watchdog Dog                   
Obits of classmate        







             
Read: Covering Politics pages 1-27

Jan. 20-23                T-Getting the information                         Read: Straight Scoop Section VI/39



        F-FOI/First Amendment                           Start reading All the Presidents Men           
Jan. 27- 30               T- The Press vs. Politicians                        Read: Continue Reading ATPM

 

       F- Beat Reporting/ Schmoozing Info          Read: Straight Scoop Section V/ 31-35
Feb. 3-6                   T- Campus government and politics            Bring in FUSA agenda and

                                 F- Getting a good story out of FUSA          
past Mirror stories on FUSA meetings/ 







research rules that govern FUSA/









Attend FUSA Sunday meeting

Feb. 10-13                    T- FUSA guest speaker


Due: Sunday FUSA meeting story 









                                     F -  Profiling officials                               Read; Hand outs and 









              S.S. Sect V/ 36 and Sect. VI/ 41









Start researching  FUSA/ Senate/







             Council member to profile   







        

Keep reading ATPM
NO CLASS/  TUESDAY FEB. 17
Feb. 20                      Peer Review/ Student Gov. profile piece        Draft/ Student gov’t profile/ 









     Finish ATPM   

Feb. 24-27               The Press and the President/ 



       Why the Fouth Estate matters


       T- All the Presidents Men/ film                  Discussion of book/ start movie       

                                 F- ATPM                                                     Due: Student Gov.Profile

NO CLASS/ SPRING BREAK/ March 2-6 

March 10-13    

T- Nuts and Bolts of Beat Reporting            Due: Three page analysis of 


    
    Part II/ Our Town


                 of ATPM/ lessons learned 



              F-     Fairfield                                                 Profile of town of Fairfield           
March 17-20               T- Visit to Fairfield Town Hall                          Read: Straight Scoop Part I/ 1-4



  Meet Ken Flatto/  




(Cover  Selectman’s Meeting Wed March 18/4:30 )


          F- - Covering a meeting                                    Read: Straight Scoop Part III/ 26




How to get a good story

     Bring in agenda of FTMeeting 



from agendas and meetings

     and minutes of previous meetings




March 24-27            F- Guest speaker/ covering a town                     Read: Straight Scoop Part III/ 20    


        F- Digging Deeper, Following Up                 Straight Scoop/ Part VI-43 




(Cover April 1 Wednesday Selectmen’s meeting 4:30 Town Hall)
March 31- April 3      - 



          T- Understanding Budgets                        Read: Straight Scoop/ Part III- 21&22








   Bring in budget info 









   of a  town department you are 








   covering in your meeting










Town Meeting story due


         F- More budgets
April 7

         Election Season



Start Reading: Boys on Bus









Also Read: Straight Scoop/ 









Park III 24&25

NO CLASS/EASTER BREAK/ APRIL 10

(Finish reading Boys on Bus)
April 14-17
T- Covering Campaigns

 Finish Reading Boys on the Bus



         




Discussion of pitfalls of political reporting

                   
F- Follow the money

    
  Bring in print out campaign 



     
Campaign Contributions
              contributions of candidate









Read: Covering Politics/ Chapt. 10









 and  Chapt. 13 (pgs 209-215)








Due: Analysis, Boys on Bus/ 
April 21-24
   T- No class, individual meetings           Discussion of Final Project (budget line) 







    And discussion of Town Leader profile


   F- Peer Review /Town Leader                  Draft due of Town Leader story

April 27-30                T- Polls                                       

Due: Town Leader Profile story








Read: Covering Politics/ Chapter 11 









And Chapter 13, page 215 Using Polls


        F- 
Writing the Poll Story                  
In class exercise of writing a poll story



May 1

Last Class                 Peer Review/ Town Issues Story             Draft Final Project/ Town Issues Story

May 4-8           Final Portfolio meetings/ Final story due
