
 

JOURNALISM 304  
Seminar: Finding Deeper Context for Stories 
Spring 2020 
Tuesdays and Thursday, 10:30-11:45 
Brian Palmer, Instructor 
Weinstein Room 307 
 
Office hours: By appointment 
Phone: 917-561-1964 
bpalmer@richmond.edu; bxpnyc@earthlink.net 
 
The course relies on case studies of published/broadcast news stories to determine the 
elements used to provide their evidentiary foundation — historical research, data, public 
records, and other primary documents, in addition to interviews and on-scene reporting.  
 
We will select current stories to delve into as case studies. Among our possible case studies are:  
 

 Afghanistan papers (released by the Washington Post, December 2019) 
 Confederate monuments/local control   
 Facebook and political advertising    
 Gun sanctuary resolutions     
 Navy Hill arena proposal     
 RRHA evictions     
 US election 2020     
  
The goal is to strengthen students’ ability to evaluate the accuracy and depth of reportage, and 
to conduct their own contextual research into complex subjects. 
 
FOCUS 
There are many “facts” and disparate opinions, many experts and stakeholders. How do we as 
general-interest reporters cover this story, in the short and long term? The quick answer is, the 
best we can. Note the we. This will necessarily be a collaborative effort.  
 
We pick coverage of an event related to an issue, say a hearing related to Navy Hill. 
We tease apart each story for its thesis, protagonists, position (or perhaps implicit bias), 
relevant facts, etc. 

 
● What do we learn from a story? 
● Does the story (and therefore its writers/editors) have a discernible position or a 

bias, or is it straight reportage? 
● Who are the human sources? What is their role in the issue the story covers? 

What does each say? 
● What is the orientation of these sources? Do they appear to have a bias or a  

 fixed position? How do we discern this? 
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● What other sources—eyewitness testimony, primary documents—are included 
in the story? 

● How are they used as the evidentiary foundation for the story? 
● What sources that you/we perceive to be potentially relevant were not used in 

the story? What outlets or publications have used these sources?  
   
TEXTS & RESOURCES 
• Please download Story-Based Inquiry: A Manual for Investigative Journalists. By Mark Lee 
Hunter (PDF).  
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000193078 
 
The booklet focuses tightly on investigative journalism, a subset of our field that requires skills 
that all journalists should have. 
 
• For our second meeting, please download and read these three PDF articles from the Daily 
Tar Heel, UNC’s newspaper, and one from IndyWeek: 
 
1) “Sons of Confederate Veterans members oppose $2.5 million Silent Sam reward.” 
https://www.dailytarheel.com/article/2019/12/confederate-internal-
conflict?fbclid=IwAR2Pl06gbw1_uTOvVTAeb-kHGxt70l1fS4f5vEidCuwQeUCnVxY6SHGoXqc 
 
2) “Layers of connection exist between the parties involved in Silent Sam settlement.” 
https://www.dailytarheel.com/article/2019/12/silent-sam-settlement-judge-connections 
 
3) “Why the Sons of Confederate Veterans got paid ahead of the Silent Sam settlement.” 
https://www.dailytarheel.com/article/2019/12/74999-agreement-silent-sam-sons-
confederate-veterans-1216 
 
4) “How I Became Part of the Silent Sam Story.” 
https://indyweek.com/news/voices/how-i-became-part-of-the-silent-sam-story/ 
 
Please also familiarize yourself with the following websites, which we will explore this 
semester. 
 
American Press Institute http://www.americanpressinstitute.org/ 
Center for Public Integrity  http://www.publicintegrity.org/ 
Chronicling America https://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/ 
Hathi Trust Digital Library https://www.hathitrust.org/ 
The Intercept  https://theintercept.com/ 
Internet Archive https://archive.org/ 
Investigative Reporters & Editors https://www.ire.org/ 
National Archives and Records Admin. https://www.archives.gov/ 
News Literacy Project https://newslit.org/ 
Nieman Lab   http://www.niemanlab.org/ 
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Nonprofit Navigator (ProPublica) https://projects.propublica.org/nonprofits/ 
Poynter Institute  http://www.poynter.org/ 
Project on Government Oversight https://www.pogo.org/ 
ProPublica   http://www.propublica.org/ 
Tow Center for Visual Journalism http://towcenter.org/ 
U.S. Government Accountability Office https://www.gao.gov/ 
 
We will also monitor various local news outlets.  
 
Local and state news sources 
Good Morning, RVA (email and website) https://gmrva.com/ 
Richmond Free Press http://richmondfreepress.com/ 
Richmond Times-Dispatch https://www.richmond.com/ 
Virginia Mercury https://www.virginiamercury.com/ 
Virginian Pilot  https://www.pilotonline.com/ 
  
Also: Students can join Investigative Reporters & Editors (IRE) for $25 annually. Why join? In 
addition to being one of the major nonprofit, nonpartisan professional organizations for the 
folks identified in the group’s name, its website is a clearinghouse for information and ideas 
about all aspects of journalism. Take a look at the website, IRE.org.  
 
ATTENDANCE & CLASS PARTICIPATION 
First, attendance is mandatory. Miss three classes, you drop one letter grade. Miss five classes, 
you fail.  
 
We will brainstorm and discuss potential stories, discuss pitches, and review story drafts. This is 
“class participation.” Although it represents 20 percent of your grade, this process has outsize 
importance for working journalists. Listening, analyzing, talking, debating will help you learn 
and hone your skills.  
 
GRADING 
 A Story can be published with no or few revisions 
 A-/B+ Publishable with minor revisions 
 B All the essential story elements are there, but needs some  
  revision/reorganization to publish 
 B-/C+ Some flaws/mistakes but has obvious strengths; needs to be heavily edited to  
  publish  
 C Major flaws; needs heavy editing/complete overhaul 
 D Critical flaws and errors, including holes in reporting; needs total reworking or  
  re-reporting 
 F Not salvageable  
 
SCHEDULE 
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This schedule will serve as a rough guide to the semester. It is subject to change depending on 
our pace, breaking news, and possibly guest speakers. 
 
January 14 
Mutual introductions. The Obligatory Reading of the Syllabus. Discussion of ground rules for our 
class sessions, format of class, responsibilities and expectations. Discussion: What exactly is 
context? How do we get it? How can we use it in stories of varying lengths and across different 
platforms? 
Assignment: Read Daily Tar Heel series 
 
January 16 
Discuss Daily Tar Heel stories with an eye toward breaking them down and examining their 
parts, not simply critiquing them for style. 
 
Assignment: 
Pick a topic from the possible case studies at the beginning of this syllabus. Find two articles 
that approach the story in different ways, e.g., straight news versus character driven, clearly 
opinionated (but not identified as opinion) vs. seemingly objective. Focus on known, 
established publications/outlets (we will discuss what this means to us, as individuals and as a 
class). 
Prepare material to present your story comparison in class. 
 
January 21 
Story presentations and group discussion. Discussion of the parameters of journalism and 
nonfiction storytelling.  
Assignment: Read the SPE Code of Ethics. 
 
In preparation for discussion of collaborative journalism:  
Read: The Costs of the Confederacy. By Brian Palmer and Seth Freed Wessler. Smithsonian 
Magazine. 
 
Listen to: Monumental Lies. By Brian Palmer and Seth Freed Wessler. Reveal/Center for 
Investigative Reporting. 
 
Come with questions for our discussion. Also: Identify the basic facts, the 5Ws, then break 
down the types of sources and key individuals on which the story rests. If you discern an 
orientation or bias, note that.  
 
January 23 
Discussion of collaboration behind the two assigned stories as well as the substance; discussion 
of resources for deep reporting. 
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Assignment: Read “Eleven dead, six wounded in massacre at Squirrel Hill synagogue.” By Kris 
Mamula, Andrew Goldstein, Paula Reed Ward, Liz Navratil, and Shelly Bradury. Pittsburgh Post-
Gazette. Prepare to discuss in class.  
 
Write: A short (aim for one single-spaced page) analysis of the story. Identify the basic facts, the 
5Ws, then break down the types of sources and key individuals on which the story rests. If you 
discern an orientation or bias, note that. Email to me. 
 
January 28 
Discussion of the stories and your analyses. 
 
Assignment: Read "Coca Cola Named Most Polluting in Global Audit of Plastic Waste." By 
Sharon Lerner. The Intercept. 
 
Write: A short (aim for one single-spaced page) analysis of the story. Identify the basic facts, the 
5Ws, then break down the types of sources and key individuals on which the story rests.  If you 
discern an orientation or bias, note that. Email to me. 
 
January 30  
Discussion of the stories and your analyses. 
 
Assignment: Begin building a list of possible campus stories to report and write.  
 
February 4 
Discuss campus story ideas to be reported collaboratively. In groups/pairs, choose story. 
Discuss parameters of story. The final product can be a piece for Web/print (1,000–1,500 
words) or, for those with experience in visual journalism, a one-to-two-minute video. 
 
Assignment: Divide work. Everyone should do some of everything: 
—calling & emailing (and visiting, if need be) to set up interviews and arrange access 
—background/context research 
—preinterviewing 
—reporting 
—interviewing 
 
We will determine how the writing process will happen—who’s responsible for the pitch, the 
first draft (or cut), who reviews that draft, who writes the second draft, etc. 
 
Read: PDF from Investigative Reporters & Editors Journal “Pitch Perfect.” By Katie Parkins.  
 
Begin writing your 150-word or so pitch, due in the next class. 
 
February 6 
Each group/pair presents draft pitch for in-class discussion/brainstorming/troubleshooting 



6 

Pitches should be close to a final draft by the end of class. If not, they must be submitted to me 
by midnight before our next meeting. 
 
Assignment: Complete pitch if not already finished. Continue reporting and researching. If you 
have the material to begin your first draft, start it.  
 
February 11 
Discuss progress on stories. Each group/pair presents work in progress for in-class 
discussion/brainstorming/troubleshooting.  
 
Assignment: If you haven’t started writing, start now. If you have started, keep going. 
 
February 13 
Discuss progress on stories. Each group/pair presents work in progress for in-class 
discussion/brainstorming/troubleshooting. 
 
Assignment: Work on story. You should be at or close to a first draft by now. 
 
February 18 
Discuss progress on stories. Each group/pair presents work in progress for in-class 
discussion/brainstorming/troubleshooting. 
 
Assignment: Finish story. 
 
February 20 
Final draft/cut is due by midnight before class. We read and discuss in class. 
 
February 25 
Either guest Skyper or watch video story TK. 
 
Assignment: Find two current, newsy Richmond (Henrico/Chesterfield) topics for a news item 
(max. 800–1,200 words). The story you write can be a kind of update that assumes a certain 
amount of familiarity on the reader’s part but must feature a brief summary of developments 
to date. This can be a team or solo assignment. *Reporting for this may turn out to be heavy on 
phoners, online reporting, and potentially, archival resources. On-site interviews and reporting 
should be a part of the story, but context you develop through off-site reporting and research is 
essential. 
 
Do enough preliminary digging to describe the story and identify solid, specific, potential 
sources for the class. 
 
Write a pitch for one story that shows the most potential. Complete pitch for discussion in next 
class.  
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And: Begin research and reporting. 
 
February 27 
Present draft pitch to class for fine tuning. Discuss progress on stories. 
 
Assignment: Continue reporting. Complete first draft and email to me. 
 
March 3 
Review rough drafts as a class. 
 
Assignment: Finish this story. 
 
March 5 
Discuss the final drafts.  
 
Assignment: Generate a list of three possible stories to write (or shoot) for your final 
assignment. They can be on campus or off. They can be solo or collaborative. Length TBD. 
 
SPRING BREAK 
 
March 17 
Present your story ideas in class. Explain how you will proceed, whether it will be collaborative 
or solo. 
 
Assignment: Select your story from the three and begin writing your pitch for discussion in next 
class. You must include art (one photo or more; graphics optional, but would be great) 
 
March 19 
Present, discuss, and refine pitches by the end of class. 
 
Assignment: Report on story. 
 
March 24 
Present work in progress. Discuss progress on stories. 
 
Assignment: Report on story. 
 
March 26 
Present work in progress. Discuss progress on stories. 
 
Assignment: Report on story. 
 
March 31 
Present work in progress. Discuss progress on stories. 
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Assignment: Report on story. 
 
April 2 
Present work in progress. Discuss progress on stories. 
 
Assignment: Report on story. 
 
April 7 
Present work in progress. Discuss progress on stories. 
 
Assignment: Report on story.  
 
April 9 
Present work in progress. Discuss progress on stories. 
 
Assignment: Report on story. Begin presenting first drafts. 
 
April 14 
Present work in progress. Discuss progress on stories. 
 
Assignment: Report on story. Finish first draft for submission via email by midnight before the 
next class meeting. 
 
April 16 
Discuss drafts and fine-tune. 
 
Assignment: Complete final project for discussion in next class. 
 
April 21 
Final project due. Discuss in class. 
 
April 23 
Finish discussing final projects. Class TK discussion or visit. 
 
MISCELLANEOUS 
Throughout the course, we will discuss journalism as both craft and career. Please feel free to 
use me as a resource for both. 
 
The University is unwavering in its commitment to support survivors of sexual assault, to 
respond promptly to reports of any type of sexual misconduct, and to investigate and 
adjudicate reports in a manner that is fair and equitable to all parties involved. We understand 
that sexual violence can undermine a student’s academic success and we encourage students 
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who have experienced some form of sexual misconduct to talk to someone about their 
experience, so they can get the support they need. 
  
Alleged violations can be reported to the Title IX Office at report.richmond.edu. Reports to law 
enforcement can be made to University of Richmond Police Department at 804-289-8911.  The 
purpose of reporting to Title IX is to connect students to support resources and 
accommodations. Students can choose whether or not to file a formal complaint. 
 
Students can receive confidential support from: Center for Awareness, Response & Education 
(C.A.R.E.) Advocate – 804.801.6251 (call or text) / advocate@richmond.edu; Peer Sexual 
Misconduct Advisors (PSMA’s) – 804.346.7674 (call or text) / psma@richmond.edu; Law School 
PSMA’s – 804.347.9586 (call or text) / lawpsma@richmond.edu 
 
 
 
 
 
 


