Tales of the newsroom

Three tales, one newsroom …


“Where,” The Grizzled Skeptic asked me, “did you come up with your theory about conflict?”


He stretched the word “theory” to three elongated syllables so that it sounded like “rattlesnake,” and his “conflict” was so sharp that, rubbed against a flint, it would have started a forest fire.


That’s OK. I’m accustomed to defending my assertion that newspaper stories depend on conflict.


To his “Where?” query, I answered: “High school.”


I explained to The Grizzled Skeptic that Mr. Bishop, my sophomore English teacher, said all storytelling requires three elements: a protagonist, the person (or group) trying to accomplish something; an antagonist, the person, group or force standing in the protagonist’s way; and the conflict or complication, that which the protagonist and antagonist are fighting over.


Yeah, The Grizzled Skeptic said, but that’s fiction.


Same thing in the best newspaper writing, I said, except we can’t make up the elements.


In my 30-plus years of proposing that reporters become storytellers, and that their storytelling take the classic form of conflict development, I have heard the challenge countless times: Conflict – the word, not what it represents – sounds ugly, bellicose, as if it were synonymous with “altercation” or “argument” or “fistfight.”


A lot of people have suggested I substitute a milder word. One said my definition of “conflict” is the same as a news story’s “angle.” OK, angle then. Another said it’s the same as the “nut graph.” Yeah, maybe. Then there’s the “theme.” I’ll accept all of them, on one condition: that they mean what “conflict” means.


A conflict is a struggle, a collision of interests or ideas, and it is the basis of all human experience.


A news story must have facts, but to engage readers, it also must frame those facts in the development of a conflict, a struggle, an attempt, whether successful or not, to accomplish something. Next …


A news tip came in on deadline, and The Precocious Rookie was working on fleshing it out.


I was listening to her phone calls. I liked most of what she did … until she called the mayor’s office.


She asked for the mayor’s spokesperson, then asked whether the mayor would be issuing a statement about the news.


Why are we asking for spokespeople? Why are we seeking statements instead of interviews?


Reporters gripe about how public-relations flacks insulate the real newsmakers; then those same reporters, conditioned by experience, settle for the very spokespeople who do all that insulating.


The flacks are winning because we allow them to win. Occasionally, accepting a sterile, uninterviewable written statement is tactically defensible, when the conflict we’re writing about requires only a cursory comment from the newsmaker.


But human nature dictates that if a once-in-a-while act is easy, we’ll repeat it habitually. The Precocious Rookie got her statement, but she paid two prices.


First, readers got unchallenged information. Second, The Precocious Rookie got another affirmation that the system works smoothly.


The problem is, it is a system devised and controlled by the people skilled at insulating. Pursue an interview with the mayor, and settle reluctantly for something less. Finally …


After two weeks of insisting that reporters develop conflicts and interview more aggressively, I met with them and asked how things were going.


At first, no one spoke, but then The Accomplished Veteran said he was “uncomfortable” with the changes.


Because The Accomplished Veteran had handled the changes better than any of the others, his response may have seemed odd to some, but not to me.


The best reporters do not excel when they’re comfortable. They know comfort is the enemy. It lulls us into accepting the superficial conflict, the typed statement that cannot be interviewed.


Years ago, before the recession and the newspaper slump made us all wonder about job security, a reporter said to me in confidence that the reason he couldn’t do his best work was that he was nervous from the  fear of being fired.


When I laughed, he thought I was mocking him, but I explained that, as a reporter, I worried every single day that I would be fired. That fear had prodded me to push for more aggressive reporting, to deliberately make myself uncomfortable in pursuing the best story I could get.


The Precocious Rookie and The Young Veteran are adjusting to storytelling. And I know The Grizzled Skeptic still doesn’t completely accept conflict development, but that’s OK. I think pushing a skeptic into storytelling has a better chance of success than pushing a storyteller into skepticism.


Besides, if I can’t answer The Grizzled Skeptic’s question, I don’t deserve to be The Equally Grizzled Coach.


THE FINAL WORD: The story said a “contingency” of city officials was visiting Washington, D.C.


That’s an unlikely trip. A “contingency” is “something whose occurrence depends on chance or uncertain conditions.” The correct word is a “contingent” of city officials, that is, “a group forming part of a larger group.”



Jim Stasiowski, the writing coach for the Dolan Media Co., welcomes your questions and comments. Call him at (775) 354-2872, or write to: 2499 Ivory Ann Drive, Sparks, Nev. 89436.

