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There is no shortage of resources for those young reporters and reporting students who
are interested in sharpening their skills and learning about the qualities of responsible journalism.
Today it seems like just about anyone can publish a book or have an Internet blog. For those
aspiring journalists who wish both to experience a variety of journalism techniques and to learn
the qualities of good and bad journalism, the reading list of JOR 415 at the University of Rhode
Island will be of great benefit. The list builds upon itself, with each text incorporating lessons
from the previous readings and by the end of the list, students and young reporters will have a
relatively accurate and informative picture of what modern reporting is.

Jim Willis’ book The Human Journalist sets the foundation by explaining the different
roles that journalism can play in our culture. This book offers cover-to-cover advice on what
reporting is and how to be a good reporter. Willis decries the idea that journalists must be
objective and detached from their work. Willis quotes Aristotle to point out that journalists can
balance their emotions and their stories: “Reason, [Aristotle] advised, does not exclude passion,
because passions are an inexpungible part of the human psyche (120).” He also touches on what
journalism has started to become -- and needs to get away from: entertainment. Willis says,
“The focus on celebrity news is only one example of this pseudo-journalism (13).” He
continues, “It can be found anytime journalists chase stories without substance in order to deliver
entertainment to the audience (13).” This book explains the different styles of reporting that
young journalists can employ as well as teaches them the cornerstones of the profession:
objectivity and passion. Willis” book serves as a beneficial tool for those students who wish to

learn about journalistic writing, because, again, it offers instructions on how to write in any one



of 11 journalistic styles, from opinion, to advocacy, to storytelling. This book, however, often
leaves readers with questions. While Willis does a great job explaining what the different styles
of journalism are, he leaves many young journalists asking when it’s appropriate to use each one.
Readers will not benefit as much from the other texts if they don’t read this one first. It is the
foundation that starts the learning process and in the end, it’s the mortar that holds it all together.
Gail Sheehy’s Middletown, America teaches young reporters that not all stories are happy
ones. At the same time, they aren’t all sad. Stories don’t have to all be from a news angle either.
Sheehy says, “I set out to explore the human side of [9/11] (ix).” While covering what is
arguably the most horrific terrorist attack in the history of our country, Sheehy is able to capture
both sorrow and promise in the same book. Her interviews and experiences with families who
lost a family member in the attacks of September 11th demonstrate the compassion that
journalists must display when dealing with stories about tragedy. This book adds three tools to
the box of reporters: compassion, trust and balance. The "get the story at all costs" approach is
far too insensitive for a story about tragedy, and exhibiting patience and compassion are things
that will often help a journalist get through the initial denial for an interview. Secondly, the
sources that Sheehy used trusted her. That trust wasn’t gained in the first five minutes; rather it
took hard work to become a part of the lives of her interviewees. This book teaches readers that
reporting isn’t always investigative or documenting World Series victories, but rather, that a
journalist must help record history and the reaction to history, to the best of his or her ability.
The book is very well written, with excellent character development. Sheehy describes each
person in a level of detail that allows the reader to feel connected to the individual. This
connection will help readers understand the topic of the book and will keep them interested.

Sheehy also demonstrates the ability to balance statistics with interviews. Sheehy said she



wanted to examine the personal side of the attacks and therefore she knew she couldn’t
overwhelm the reader with numbers. In order to be "personal" the book had have people at it’s
center, not numbers. The big question that this book raises is, How close can you get to a person
before you can no longer write objectively?

Anne Garrels works for National Public Radio and is a senior foreign correspondent who
has covered several conflicts overseas. Her book, Naked in Baghdad, teaches reporters about a
type of journalism that most people have never seen: war correspondence as an embedded
reporter. Garrels teaches reporters that if you do what you love, you’ll do it well. Stepping in
the middle of a war is not something that most people would do, but Garrels chose to do it,
armed not with a gun, but with a microphone. Her ability to make friends in a foreign country
ended up getting her access to places that other journalists were shut out from. Although it’s not
a requirement, Garrels teaches that reporters will benefit from speaking another language:
another tool in the box. Garrels says, “I certainly never expected to use [Russian] as my main
means of communication in so many disparate countries (15).” Her resourcefulness in a land
where she stood out like a sore thumb helped her to be successful where others had failed. This
book shows that being able to think on your feet and being able to think outside of the box are
things that will help a reporter get through the tough situations. The book shows that, in
reporting, a journalist must often pass on the smaller stories in order to get the big one. This
raises the question, is a journalist’s responsibility to get the whole truth or the biggest truth?

The book Class Matters demonstrates the similarities between journalists and scientists.
As the book is a compilation of research, it shows how both scientists and journalists discover
trends and warn of potential dangers. The investigation of class, and how it affects people’s

lives, uncovered some startling truths that won’t be revealed here so as not to ruin the book. This



book teaches that reporting is about a lot of legwork and background information. Journalists
must do their homework if they want to get the full story. The entire appendix of the book is a
collection of polls, and throughout the book there are charts to back up statistics. Researching
trends and finding statistics on higher education and medical problems made this book more
informative than it would have been if it relied solely on interviews. This shows that journalism
has to be a balance between hard numbers and softer quotes. The book also demonstrates the
difficulties of collaborating with other journalists. The information had to make sense not only
within a specified chapter, but also with the other chapters which were written by other
journalists with different styles. The text teaches that journalists must be willing to investigate
things that are both uncomfortable and difficult to define. Sometimes a journalist must define
the issue before he or she reporst on it. Overall this is a very valuable text; however, with all of
the problems that this book reveals, one interesting question remains unanswered; is it a
journalist’s job to suggest solutions to the problems that they report on?

Ken Ellingwood writes the typical research paper. The book Hard Line is a text that uses
statistics and research to point out a situation. Although he obviously used both research and
interviews to gather his information, he chooses to focus on the numbers more than the actual
people. This style of journalism is very informative but not very creative or enjoyable to read. If
the reporter’s goal is to inform people without an interest in having them relate to the problem,
then this is the style to write in. Ellingwood writes about what he knows and it’s obvious by
reading the text that journalists who write about comfortable topics typically have an easier time
than those who write about the unfamiliar. Young reporters can learn that it’s important to get
all sides of the story as Ellingwood interviews both the illegal immigrants and the farmers who

have their property destroyed by illegal immigrants. The book shows that reporting can take



years of hard work before a published piece of work results. Like Garrels, Ellingwood benefits
from a second language, and this was key to examining the issue of illegal immigration. The
book demonstrates that it’s important to explain not only the current situation, but also the
history that led to the current situation. Ellingwood does a great job of showing past, present and
future. He does, however, put all of that history into one section instead of spreading it
throughout the book. As Ellingwood himself was the child of illegal immigrants, this book
raises the question about whether he had a conflict of interest in reporting this story. Readers
should ask themselves how important it is to be detached from their subject.

Larry Colton teaches readers that the story a journalist sets out to write is not always the
story that gets written. Colton intended to write about the Hardin boys’ basketball team but
ended up covering the girls instead. In Counting Coup, he shows that it’s important for
journalists to be flexible and to always have their eyes open for a potential story. Just when
readers think they’ve read as many different kinds of journalism as they can, Colton throws in a
written documentary. His coverage of the Hardin, Montana, basketball team documents the
history of Native Americans, while focusing on the town of Hardin, the culture influences of
being Native American, the girls on the team and their families. He records one year in their
culture and is eventually adopted into the tribe, bringing up questions over whether he can
remain objective after this. Like Sheehy, Colton must earn the trust of Native Americans, who,
traditionally, are not a very trusting group. Colton is the first writer were read to begin
incorporating metaphors and creative details to bring imagery into this work. These lines help
the reader to see what the reporter sees and they make it easier to understand the point that the
journalist is trying to make. A reader might not understand the importance of Sharon LaForge to

the Hardin high school team but when she finally shows up to practice and Colton says, “A six-



cylinder hatchback is now an eight-cylinder roadster (42),” the reader can tell that Sharon is what
makes this team go. This book builds upon the earlier texts and allows readers to begin making
connections to Willis and Ellingwood.

Edna Buchanan, author of The Corpse Had a Familiar Face, is one of the most enjoyable
authors on the reading list. Her creative imagery and sentence structure conjure up imagery like
no other author on the list is able to. She doesn’t just write the news, she uses her words to show
it to the reader. Buchanan writes about the victim of murder and rather than just writing that this
person was killed she writes, “The red flag signaled VIOLATION. The driver’s time had run out
(xiii).” This powerful imagery immediately captures the reader’s attention. Buchanan teaches
readers that a reporter should use journalistic writing to inform the reader but also make him/her
want to read the story. The biggest tool that Buchanan adds to the tool box is vocabulary. A
writer can never know too many words and a big vocabulary will help add texture and detail to a
story. Buchanan also teaches that journalists should be passionate about their work. She shows
that journalists don’t have to move on to the next body, the next story just because the article is
published. She goes to extreme efforts to help Mrs. Billig, the mother of an abducted girl,
because Buchanan cares about the people that she covers. This, again, raises the question of
whether it’s appropriate to become attached to the people you cover. This question is one that
should be raised after every book on this list because each text deals with a reporter making
connections with people. At what point do they stop becoming sources and start becoming
friends?

Steve Bogira’s book, Courtroom 301, is evidence that good journalism can uncover
societal flaws while being objective. Bogira spent one year in the busiest courtroom in the

country and left with a book that exposes the holes in the American legal system. Bogira never



actually says that there are problems; he lets his writing lead the reader to that conclusion. This
is the type of writing that all young writers should emulate. Bogira teaches readers that the goal
of reporting is still to uncover the truth and present it to readers in a fashion that allows them to
make their own opinions. He shows that reporters can use unconventional means to get those
stories. He doesn’t rely solely on research and interviews, but rather goes into the belly of the
beast to look at the legal system from the inside. His efforts to work with Daniel Locallo, the
bailiffs, the defendants, defendants’ families, victims’ families and lawyers give a complete view
of the situation and leave the reader satisfied that every effort has been made to present a
complete story. His book teaches young reporters that journalistic writing can take several
different forms. He incorporates history in small doses (an improvement over Ellingwood), he
describes each character so the reader can relate to them (like Sheehy and Colton), and he uses
detailed imagery to describe crime scenes (like Buchanan). This book obviously builds off the
lessons learned in the previous books and thus its place toward the end of the reading list is
appropriate. By this point in the list, a reader should be able to see the connections to other texts
and should be able to understand how Bogira takes the weaknesses of the earlier authors and
turns them into strengths in his writing. Bogira uses his writing to promote change, but he does
so without appearing biased. His book reveals glaring holes in the efficiency and effectiveness
of the American judicial system but does so in a way that makes the reader want to stand up and
demand a change. Journalism has always intended to serve the interests of the people and to
expose the flaws in systems that are supposed to benefit those people. Readers will be intrigued
by his relationship with Locallo and will inevitably question whether he became too close to the
judge to be unbiased. They will also question whether his relationship with the judge was

relevant to the judicial problems Bogira aimed to expose.



Cheryl Reed, author of Unveiled: The Hidden Lives of Nuns, writes in an expose form.
She writes for the reason that many people read: curiosity. Reed says a conversation with a nun
“hinted at a profound way of life, one that would absorb my interest for years to come (xiv).”
Her pure curiosity led to a need to uncover the truth. The basis of journalism has always been to
find the answers to questions. Journalism is about more than just that, but the premise is that
there are answers out there, and it’s the job of the reporter to find those answers. Reed shows
that journalistic writing can be informal. Her book reads like diary but it is no less effective than
Colton’s documentary- style, or the Class Matters research-style. Each story has a way of being
told that is more effective than others. Reed teaches the reader that one of the jobs of a journalist
is to figure out which style is appropriate for each story. Reed is another author on the reading
list to show an interaction in which she, as a journalist, was not welcome. When Reed goes to
stay with the "Hollywood Nuns," she is told, “It’s Christmas and our sisters don’t want to be
eating with a stranger (318).” This teaches young journalists that they must be prepared for
doors to be slammed in their faces. Not everyone wants to talk with the media and persistence is
the only way to get the story. Readers will likely raise the question of gender. Could a man have
gotten this story? This book shows that sometimes gender, race or age can play a factor in being
a journalist.

Interestingly, the most valuable resource on the course list isn’t even a book. “Veronica
Guerin” was an inspirational film about a reporter who stopped at nothing to get the truth, a
passion that ultimately cost her her life. The film teaches young reporters that persistence and an
unquenchable thirst for the truth are two of the most important keys to being a good reporter.
The film demonstrates the resourcefulness and creativity that lead to good reporting. One of the

key facts that this film teaches is that journalists are not writing to make people happy. Viewers



should walk away from the film with an understanding that "truth" is the goal of every story and
journalists should not be swayed or influenced by how people want to be portrayed. A journalist
should report the truth as it is, not as others want it to be.

Together, these texts and film demonstrate that there often is more than one right answer.
On the one hand you have Jim Willis advocating passion in writing and on the other you have
Ken Ellingwood who loads his story with statistics and seems, at times, to be afraid to connect
with his sources. The film on Veronica Guerin demonstrates the unquenchable thirst for the truth
while Larry Colton exhibits caution in the things that he will do and the places that he will, or
will not go, to get a story. One of the biggest benefits of this reading list is that it doesn’t tell
students and young journalists what to think. It presents information in a clear and organized
fashion and then allows each reader to glean what she or he wishes from the pages. Some
readers may walk away from the books having learned that it’s ok to use passion in their writing,
while some readers might walk away and think that objectivity is the only way to go. In the end,
all readers will have been exposed to a variety of repertorial techniques, all of which are
applicable and valuable to a journalist. Being a journalist isn’t about one type of journalism.
Journalism is a tool box and each of these books adds a different tool(s) to the reader’s
collection. If anything can be learned from these texts, it’s that different situations call for
different approaches to journalism. To be a successful journalist, a reporter must understand the
most appropriate style for each individual story. Only then, can a journalist find the true stories
hiding beneath the surface. Larry Colton didn’t go to Montana to write about the women’s high
school basketball team. Steve Bogira probably didn’t expect to take a bus ride to a crime scene

with Daniel Locallo. Both journalists changed their approach in order to get the whole story.



That is what a good journalist needs to do and that is what this reading list can help young

journalists to understand.
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