Magazine Feature Writing

J 441/541 (Call nos:)        FALL 2008       T/TH 9:10 –11 a.m.     
Prerequisites: J231 & J233 
    Scripps Room 108
Instructor:  Ellen Gerl, assistant professor  



Office: Scripps Hall 231     

Phone: 597-3136 (office)   592-2023 (home)



E-mail: gerl@ohio.edu 

Office hours:  MW 1-3 p.m. & by appointment 

What this course covers: This course offers you practical experience researching, writing and marketing feature articles for print or online magazines. Among the topics covered are how to develop a good idea, analyze a target audience, gather information, write and rewrite a feature article, and market a story.  

After completing this course, you will be able to: 

· conduct research and evaluate information for stories through personal observation, interviews and other methods 

· develop article ideas and themes that fit target audiences

· identify common types of magazine articles

· add credibility to your writing through use of authority bases/evidence

· critically evaluate your own writing and that of others for accuracy and fairness, clarity, appropriate style and grammatical correctness

· write and rewrite an article appropriate for a specific audience

· craft an effective query letter 

· understand professional ethical principles as they apply to magazine journalism

· communicate with editors on a variety of issues from copyright to payment 

How the course works:  At the beginning of the quarter, lectures and discussions will introduce vocabulary and key concepts. However, most of this course is structured as a writing workshop in which you will analyze articles in the text and your own writing. Your participation is key – from reading the assigned materials before class to giving well-thought-out critiques of classmates’ work. For workshop sessions, you will be responsible for making one extra copy of your short article and one copy of the first draft of your long article for each classmate and the instructor. 

Texts: The Best American Magazine Writing 2007, Columbia University Press 2007; Reserve readings available on the course Blackboard site and, in hard copy form, at the desk in Lasher Learning Center; and a dictionary. You will need to make a hard copy of the reserve magazine articles to bring to class for discussion. 
Attendance: A writing workshop involves talking about ideas, giving and receiving feedback and listening. In other words, it requires you to be here in person. Here is the penalty for absences: After two absences your overall course grade will be lowered by one-third of a grade for each subsequent absence. (Consistent tardiness – defined as being late three or more times during the quarter – will count as one absence.) 
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Class Policies: 
· Manuscripts – All features must be in manuscript format and include fact-checking notes.  Features are not accepted without fact-checking notes. See the Blackboard – Course Documents section for manuscript guidelines and fact-checking details. 
· Deadlines – All work, graded and ungraded, is due at the beginning of class on the assigned date to receive full credit.  Homework and peer critiques are not accepted late. For graded assignments turned in late, the paper’s grade will be lowered one full letter grade for each day it is late. (Please contact the instructor in advance to request an extension for extreme circumstances, such as an illness or death in the family.) 
· Miscellaneous: No food or drinks are permitted in Scripps classrooms. Turn cell phones off, please. 
· Disability: If you have a university-documented disability that requires accommodations, please discuss this with me early in the quarter. 
· Classroom materials: Lectures, classroom activities, and all materials associated with this class and developed by the instructor are copyrighted in the name of Ellen Gerl, Sept. 1, 2006. 
· Recording: You must have the permission of the instructor to record classroom activities by any electronic means. 

Coursework:  Grades will be based on the following assignments:

Sense of place article


15 percent

Market study 



15 percent

First draft of feature article

20 percent

Query letter



10 percent

Peer critiques/homework

15 percent

Final revision of feature article 
25 percent

 ** NOTE to 541 students: you will be required to complete an extra project. 

Assignment details: 
· Sense of Place article – A 500 to 600-word feature about a place. Select a place that has been important to you in the past or choose a new place that you make your own by communicating what you believe is its essence. Objectives of this assignment: to practice writing a short piece that communicates a clear message, to use observation as a reporting tool; and to stretch your writing voice beyond a reportorial news voice. 
· Market study – A two-page, typed analysis of the publication for which you plan to develop your long feature article. For this assignment, you will be expected to study two to three back issues. The objective: to describe the publication’s readers, their needs and how the articles address those needs. Also part of this assignment: describing your target reader in a 5-minute presentation in class.

· Feature article – A 2,000- to 2,500-word feature. You will develop an idea (with brainstorming help from your classmates), research and write/rewrite a feature aimed at a specific target magazine. Objectives: to improve interviewing skills, learn to gather and synthesize information from multiple sources, write clearly and tightly, write for targeted audience, and use feedback to revise your writing. The first draft will be critiqued during class workshops; the final draft will be due during the class final exam period. 

Gerl/Magazine Feature Writing syllabus/3
· Peer critiques/workshop participation – You are expected to participate in the workshop sessions two ways: 1) by reading your classmates’ draft manuscripts in advance so that you are prepared to discuss them in class and by providing three written critiques. For the latter, the instructor will provide a form with questions as a guide. The objective: to use vocabulary and concepts learned in class to make constructive comments and to learn to incorporate editors’ suggestions into your own writing. No letter grade will be assigned, but you must complete them for credit. You will give the classmate a hard copy of your written critique; the instructor’s copy can be hard copy or sent by e-mail. There are 2-3  short homework writing assignments throughout the quarter.
· Query letter – Write a one-page letter to the appropriate editor at your target magazine. The objective: to practice pitching a story idea to an editor. 
*** More details about these assignments will be forthcoming in class and also will be available on the Blackboard site under Assignments.
Grading:  Assignments are evaluated on the following:

· Content – Original story ideas, use of varied authority bases, research, voice, organization, clarity, development of focus, meeting target audience’s needs, compelling leads/endings, etc. 

· Grammar and mechanics – Basic competency in language usage, grammar and spelling is expected. Errors in these areas or factual errors will lower your grade. (Tip: Be sure to fix factual errors, misspelled words or grammatical errors that the instructor noted on an early draft.)  

· Style – Use of consistent style is also expected. Many magazines use the Chicago Manual of Style. For this course, AP Style, which you may be more familiar with, is fine. 
Academic integrity: Academic honesty is expected. Any violations are subject to sanctions outlined in the OU Student Code of Conduct. Contact me if you have any questions about what constitutes plagiarism or how to use sources correctly. Also, you must submit original work for this course. You may not hand in articles written for other courses or publications, print or online. If you wish to explore a topic you’ve written about before, please discuss it with me first.  
Questions or concerns: Please ask. I have an open-door policy; you are welcome to stop by my Scripps 231 office at any time to ask questions about the course, the field of magazine writing or other topics.
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Schedule of Readings and Assignments:

	DATE
	TOPICS
	READINGS/ASSIGNMENTS DUE

	Week One
Tuesday

Sept. 9
	Intro to course

Intro to feature writing
	

	Thursday

Sept. 11
	Finding & shaping ideas for a targeted audience


	Handout: “The Athens of Athens” 

Reserve: Beyond Intuition: A Guide to Writing and Editing Magazine Nonfiction, Ch. 3, Focus

Observation homework due



	Week Two
Tuesday

Sept. 16
	Topic and Focus 

Observation as research


	Field trip: Hocking river bed through campus or visit to EcoHouse 

	Thursday

Sept. 18


	Writing about place

Essays & the travel feature
	Reserve: “The Solace of Open Spaces” 

Handout: “The Cypress Grill”

Sensory homework due

	Week Three

Tuesday

Sept. 23
	Writing about place, cont.

Voice


	Reserve: Excerpt from A Walk in the Woods by Bill Bryson

BAMW: “Murdering the Impossible”

	Thursday

Sept. 25
	Brainstorming ideas


	Sense of Place article due  
Be prepared to informally discuss your topic and focus for your long feature.

Tip: Buy/find possible target magazines.

	Week Four

Tuesday

Sept.30
	Researching target magazines

Market analysis


	Tip: Set up interviews for your feature.



	Thursday

Oct. 2
	Intro to narrative storytelling: characters, plot and scenes. 
	BAMW: “The School”
Dialogue homework due



	Week Five

Tuesday

Oct. 7
	Market analysis presentations


	Written market analysis and oral presentation due. 

Bring to class a copy of your target magazine.

 

	Thursday

Oct. 9


	Writing about issues

Evidence: observation, description, quotes, facts,

sensory details, anecdotes


	Reserve: Beyond Intuition, Ch. 6, Authority Base
BAMW: “Our Oceans are Turning Into Plastic. Are We?”

Reserve: “Terminal Ice”

	Week Six

Tuesday

Oct. 14
	Conducting the feature interview

Practice interview with guest 


	Come to class prepared to interview guest: Sonia Marcus, OU’s Office of Sustainability (tentative)

	Thursday

Oct. 16
	Writing about people

Story organization: 

Leads, endings & everything in between
	BAMW: “Karl Lagerfeld, Boy Prince of Fashion”

And “Prairie Fire”
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	Week Seven

Tuesday

Oct. 21
	Writing a query letter
	BAMW:  “Inside Scientology”

Come with questions, concerns, draft leads, whatever you’d like to discuss or troubleshoot about your feature article.

	Thursday

Oct. 23
	Tightening and Revising

Giving  constructive feedback
	Feature article due

Bring enough copies for entire class and one for instructor. Include fact-checking notes with instructor’s copy.


	Week Eight

Tuesday

Oct. 28
	Workshop features
	Read Group A features 

Group A peer critiques due


	Thursday

Oct.30
	Workshop features
	Read Group B features

Group B peer critiques due



	Week Nine

Tuesday

Nov. 4
	Workshop features
	Read Group C features

Group C peer critiques due



	Thursday

Nov. 6


	Workshop features
	Read Group D features

Group D peer critiques due



	Week Ten

Tuesday

Nov. 11
	No class  VETERANS DAY
	No class

	Thursday

Nov. 15


	Business of writing

Copyright & ethical concerns 

Course evaluations


	Query letter due

J541 oral presentations



	Fall Qtr. Final Exam date

TBA


	No final exam
	Revised feature article DUE during final exam period. 
Turn in to instructor in Scripps 231



