JUDGE COMMENT

I was pleasantly surprised by the quality of the entries.  Your group is obviously putting in a lot of fruitful effort to guide the print news staffers on how to properly inform the troops.  Overall, the writing is good on the basics—clean, lots of short sentences, short paragraphs, good quotation use and an effort to make the ledes inviting.

I would urge a greater emphasis on some other basics. One is balanced reporting—getting the downside of things as well as the upside, assuming there are some downsides.  It will enhance the credibility of the stories enormously, and that is to the good of the publication and its purposes for the Air Force. One wants to avoid the dismissal of stories as shallow propaganda. It would be to the benefit of all, even the allegedly thin-skinned commanders.  The simple technique here would be to just ask that question of someone describing a new program or an operation: Is there any downside to this, is there any downside compared to the way it has been done before.

Seeking the same goal of credibility, it would be good to reduce the cheerleading and the self-serving statements that peppered the entries.  Such stuff might please some ranking fellow, but readers are apt to laugh at it—just before they abandon the story.

Not unrelated to credibility, I would strongly urge an increased emphasis on courts-martial and other related crime news—with names.  Not writing about it will NOT result in problems going away.  Reality will NOT hurt the image of the Air Force.  There is NO legal reason not to publish the names.  Such stories, or even summaries of actions, will reflect the truth which is that the Air Force is doing something about miscreants.  Writing about it would reinforce discipline. Such stories interest readers, there is no doubt.  They should be handled in a way the reader can understand what is going on; for instance, the description of specifics leading to the charges should be included--not just the formal charges. I can think of few things that would help the publications more than starting to run such material properly.

I also would urge that emphasis be placed on eliminating jargon and its ugly sister, acronyms, as much as possible, and perhaps a little more.  Most people in the Air Force are like most people in the world, I bet; that kind of writing is a hurdle, even if the meaning of JAFAGS is known.  Explaining in every day language what some sources are saying in jargon (which often is just an attempt to use what is believed to be high-falutin’ English) is a major duty of journalists. In any case, I found way too many stories crying for simple explanations of what a program was really designed to do, why a weapons system was so hot.  The rule: DON’T ASSUME the reader knows just because she/he has a blue uniform, or that some family member does.

I also would bear down on one-source interviews.  There were too many of these.  Even the nice little innocuous personality or achievement features need some other voices talking about the subject, opening new insight.

We discussed the need for more editing of the copy before it goes into print.  An active editor can improve a publication enormously without reducing the writer’s contribution and voice. I would urge that editors get refresher courses on editing (it is done at civilian newspapers).  If they are assignment editors, they should practice working with the writer before he/she starts on the story, keep in touch during the reporting and then talk about the story before any writing starts.  If the editor is a copy editor, she/he should work on reinforcing good writing practices as well as search for holes in the story.  Overall, the publications—at least the larger ones and the more effective ones—should work at getting writers to take chances, to try anecdotal ledes and narrative.  One of the papers did that, and I was so enthusiastic, I scored it big (too big for my colleagues) for its category.

One other suggestion that may seem out of left field: Set up a program to place some of the writers and editors with newspapers as interns—say for three months.  Many papers take college students or just-graduates for three months, usually in the summer.  It really charges them up.  I bet many newspapers would be quite willing to engage in this kind of program with the Air Force, and it would not have to be in the summer, of course.  Most dailies pay interns, which might pose some problem for you but that strikes me as a workable issue.

JUDGE COMMENT
There was some good writing in this contest -- stories that sang to me as a reader; photos that clicked and showed emotion, and publications that concentrated on meeting readers' needs with news they could use.

But there were also stories that showed a woeful lack of direction in both reporting and editing. Photos that did not convey any news or emotion, and publications that appealed only to the brass.

Some stories either buried quotes or eliminated them entirely. And it wasn't as though the writers were paraphrasing difficult-to-comprehend passages. They weren't. Many of the quotes were also nothing more than "ratings comments" that neither enlightened readers nor clarified the story. Who CARES that "Sgt. Bagadonuts is an outstanding NCO who works hard."? SHOW readers he works hard, don't TELL them.

Don't show a pilot in a front-page picture with his hand out of the cockpit window and the caption saying, "Col. Bagadonuts WAIVES as he completes his last flight." Some readers might not know the difference between waives and waves, but others will just think the publication is silly. This shows a lack of editing and guidance by those who are supposed to be leaders in the craft of communicating with the masses. Editors need to take 10 minutes or so to talk with reporters about the assignment and expectations BEFORE sending them out to cover stories. That will save hours in the writing process later. It works in the best of civilian papers, and it can work in military papers as well.

The best publications cared about content more than design. If the news is in the publication, readers will find it and read it. If the paper just looks pretty, chances are the newspaper racks will still be full when the next issue comes out. After all, a well-dressed pig is STILL a pig. The worst publications seemed to highlight accomplishments only of the brass or senior NCOs. I wondered what kind of message they were sending to the junior enlisted airmen, and the mid-grade NCOs and families who keep their units and bases functioning daily. One issue of a publication had the entire front page taken up with a photo of the smiling unit leader being promoted to brigadier general. Flip inside to the double truck and you saw two more PAGES of the same thing, with a small story. In the previous issue, there was a story with the date and place of the ceremony and more information about the soon-to-be-general. That wouldn't be so bad, but there was precious little news that people on the flightline or their families could use in either issue. No stories on how to qualify yourself for promotions. No stories on what medical care is available to reservists. No stories on what's it's like to maintain airplanes under combat conditions. Nothing about being part of the Air Force "family." What message does that send to airmen on the flightline? 

The best photographs conveyed emotion the instant you looked at them. The best photo features told their stories mainly in pictures, while the words offered clarifications. Often we saw too many photos being used to illustrate a feature. All too often those photos were repeats of other photos in the feature. Again, photo editors need to cull better. And use the best of what's left in large sizes. We saw the traditional "Let's all kneel and stand beside the airplane" shot several times. One of those had 37 people in it (only a small, 2-column photo) and ALL were identified in the cutline. Photographers need to open up their imaginations to different types of shots. We saw many of the "Back-of-the-head-staring-at-a-computer-screen" photo also. Or the "Two-people-staring-down-at-something-on-a-desk" photo. Photos should convey ACTION and EMOTION. 

