Reporting Social Worlds

(G54.1186.01)

Spring 2008

Wednesdays, 4.00–7.00 pm

Prof. Mark Oppenheimer

meo2@nyu.edu
(203) 432-8650

Office hours: After class and by appointment

The focus of this course will be reporting on the myriad small worlds and social groups that define the texture of contemporary life and increasingly shape the news, especially in a city as culturally rich and various as New York. In other words, subcultures. A subculture might be defined by a hobby (Star Trek enthusiasts, orchid collectors), a neighborhood (everyone who grows up in Howard Beach), a common experience (Upper East Side private-school students), a pastime (hanging out at a particular bar), a belief system (Mormonism), or some combination (home-schooling, for example, which can be tied to a belief system but is also a common experience, or life on a commune that may have spiritual, political, and hobbyist aspects).

Writing, reading, and discussion will emphasize constructing a narrative and observing and describing the details essential to depicting social and cultural milieus with accuracy and power. Students will also be expected to pay close attention to the assumptions and thought processes that go into shaping their stories. The best writing on social groups and milieus reflects both assiduous attention to reporting and a strong, individual voice and vision.

Note: Students planning to take this class should buy a used copy of David Owen’s High School as soon as possible; the book is out of print and the internet will be your best bet. If once the term begins anyone simply cannot find a copy, we will figure out some sort of sharing program.

Reading
Daniel Duane, Caught Inside

William Finnegan, Cold New World

Joseph Mitchell, Up in the Old Hotel

Susan Orlean, Saturday Night

David Owen, High School (out of print but should be available online)

Norman Sims, ed., The Literary Journalists

In addition, we will be reading articles and book excerpts that will be made available for photocopying.

Reporting and Writing
1. During the first half of the semester, the class will have three short writing and reporting assignments related to the topics discussed in class; one or two of them will be revised. Each of you will also come up with an idea for a 3,000-word article on a subculture of your choice, and begin working on the reporting.

2. The second half of the semester will be devoted to reporting and writing two drafts of this 3,000-word story. It cannot be overemphasized that the quality of your reporting is as important as the writing. Reporting in enough detail to evoke a social world takes a good deal of time, much of which involves simply hanging around, and must be carried on consistently each week.

3. I strongly recommend that you keep a journal in which you regularly record anything relevant to your work, from ideas for stories to comments on class readings or discussions to random bits of description and observation as you go about your life in the city. Journal-keeping will make you more self-conscious about what you are observing, experiencing, and thinking about and therefore will help you in formulating story ideas.

4. When I say a word limit is 800 words, that means 800 words. Same goes for 3,000 words. So help me God, don’t go over the word limit. Don’t even ask for permission to go over the word limit. Don’t even think about it. As an old wag once said, “The reporter’s job is to file a day early and fifty words short.”

Evaluation:  The most important component of your grade will be your written work, especially the final article (I will give equal weight to reporting and writing, and due consideration to the risks and difficulties of a particular project). Students will also be evaluated on the quality and thoroughness of their notes (you will have to submit notes), in-class presentation of their work in progress, and class participation based on careful, thoughtful reading. Individual assignments will not be graded (I do of course make editorial comments).

Class Schedule
The following schedule is approximate and may be modified.

1.23
Introduction.


Reading together in class, to be handed out by me: Tom Wolfe, “The Pump House Gang,” and Susan Orlean, “Surf Girls of Maui”

1.30  
Reading due: David Owen, High School.

Writing due: Memoir piece of a school subculture you are or were part of, 800 words.

Technique: Blending in (or going undercover?).
2.6  
Reading: Selections from Joseph Mitchell’s Up in the Old Hotel, and “It’s a Living” from My Ears Are Bent; also, Jack Shafer on Joseph Mitchell http://www.slate.com/id/2084316/ ;

and Tim Murphy, “A Little Bit Older and a Bit Creakier, Skaters Boogie On in Central Park,” http://www.nytimes.com/2007/05/28/nyregion/28roller.html?_r=1&adxnnl=1&oref=slogin&adxnnlx=1194709016-yXXf4yUSaEEzVRIH6hFrww

Writing due: Reported piece, 800 words at most, about a New York subculture you don’t know well, a group of enthusiasts, or a bunch of regulars at a chess table (for example).


Discussion: Note-taking.
2.13   Reading: Susan Orlean, Saturday Night, several chapters to be selected. Also, Ian Frazier, “Take the F.” In class reading: pitch letters to be handed out in class..

Writing: A short piece, 800 words, observing characteristics of the lunch crowd at a particular spot: Bryant Park, for example, or Washington Square Park (or something more creative).

Discussion: Use of detail. Also, pitch letters, and discussion of 3,000-word piece.

2.20
Reading: Excerpts from William Finnegan, Cold New World, and interview with Finnegan from Boynton, The New New Journalism


Writing: Pitch letters for the 3,000-word piece due.

Discussion: Hanging with the kids.

2.27 
Reading: Daniel Duane, Caught Inside, and some pitch letters


Writing: An 800-word piece about a subculture you are or were part of that is based on share interest or hobby (surfing, kazoo playing, horticulture, kickball, repeated watchings of The Big Lebowski, etc.)

Discussion: Writing about oneself without making it all about oneself.

And: 3,000-word pieces—how are they going? Final confirmation of topics.

3.5
Reading: “Until the Dragon Comes…” at http://www.bfslattery.com/pdfs/DOppenheimer.pdf and Mark Oppenheimer, “The Last Dance” at http://www.nytimes.com/2007/01/28/magazine/28dancing.t.html?ref=magazine
Discussion: “Don’t be condescending!”—an important lesson.

3.12
Reading: More excerpts from Finnegan, Cold New World

Subculture film festival: Paris Is Burning and Born Again: Life in a Fundamentalist Baptist Church


Discussion: Reporting, especially how to use “experts” or expert knowledge in a story that’s not about experts.

3.19
Spring break…par-tay!

3.26 
Reading: Excerpts from Sims, The Literary Journalists

Discussion: Presentations of work in progress 

4.2 
Reading: Excerpts from Sims, The Literary Journalists

Discussion: Presentations of work in progress

4.9
Reading: To be chosen by students from current publications


Discussion: The editing process


Guest: Alexander Star, deputy editor, The New York Times Magazine

4.16
Reading: To be chosen by students from current publications  

Writing: First draft of final article due in paper to the professor, e-mailed around to all students.

4.23   Reading: One another’s drafts.

Discussion: Editing session on drafts. 

Note: Please plan to go an hour late today.

4.30
Final articles due. 

