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Question 1: What’s the Story?

a.
Hillary Clinton prepared the document that Susan McDougal used to defraud the bank in the Whitewater matter.

b.
Susan McDougal used a document prepared by Hillary Clinton to defraud the bank in the Whitewater matter.

a.
Mary smashed the pie in John's face.

b.
Mary smashed John in the face with the pie.

c.
The pie smashed John in the face.

d.
John's face was smashed by Mary.

e.
John's face suffered under Mary's pie attack.

f.
John suffered severe injuries as a result of Mary's pie attack.

a.
Defendant maliciously and without provocation smashed the pie into Plaintiff's face.

b.
Plaintiff suffered severe and irreversible facial injuries as a result of Defendant’s malicious and unprovoked pie attack.

a.
When Defendant caught the stumbling Plaintiff, he kissed her full on the lips.

b.
When Plaintiff stumbled into Defendant, his kiss landed full on her lips.






1. 
a.
Murphy finally obtained a full pardon in December of 1989.  Several months of negotiations led to the decision to release him.  But the length of the talks did nothing to allay the joy of the newly freed man or his attorneys.

b.
Murphy finally obtained a full pardon in December of 1989.  The decision to release him was reached only after several months of negotiations.  But the length of the talks did nothing to allay the joy of the newly freed man or his attorneys.

2.
From a memo written by a young attorney working in the law department of a Fortune 30 company. The writer is the newest attorney in the depart​ment and has not yet passed the bar exam. Her reader manages operations in the northern hemisphere. The company has been in violation of Califor​nia's Weights and Measures regulations for ten years running, and has paid a $500 fine each year. The attorney's task is to persuade the VP to end the company's violations.

a.
At the outset this sum may not appear to be particularly onerous. However, the troublesome provision is not the $500 fine, but the “six months in county jail.” The fact that the violations are criminal in nature causes serious concern, even though no jail sentences have been rendered against Abco so far. The growing mistrust and hostility toward large, international corporations combined with California's emphasis on consumerism and the criminal aspects of these violations make it appropriate that we re-evaluate the way these alleged violations are dealt with.

b.
At the outset this sum may not appear to be particularly onerous. However, the troublesome provision is not the $500 fine, but the “six months in county jail.” Even though no jail sentences have been rendered against Abco so far, the fact that these violations are criminal in nature causes serious concern. The criminal aspects of these violations combined with the growing mistrust and hostility toward large, international corporations and California's emphasis on consumerism, make it appropriate that we re-evaluate the way these alleged violations are dealt with.

3.
The following is a section of an internal report about a fire at a plant. In the report, the employee investigating the accident first explains how it happened; later she suggests that the company blame the accident on a faulty excess flow valve (which was an important link in the chain of causes). Note how in the section of the report we have reproduced below, the author makes it clear that Leonard and Reiner, employees of the in​sured company, are partly responsible for the accident.

At approximately 3:55 o'clock a.m. on the morning of Saturday, July 30, 1991, an explosion and fire occurred at the plant in an area where railroad tank cars are loaded with vinyl chloride for shipment. The fire seriously burned Charles Leonard, a plant employee involved in the vinyl chloride loading operation, and seriously, but less severely, burned Heston Reiner, a fellow employee loading caustic at a loading rack approximately 15 to 20 yards away. The fire originated at tank car 96 and spread to an adjacent car 74. Our plant suffered some $950,000.00 in damages as a result of the fire.

The theory best supported by the physical evidence is that Leonard mistakenly disconnected the south loading hose attached to car 96 without first closing its intake valve, thus permitting vinyl chloride to escape from the tank car into the atmosphere when the tank car's excess flow valves failed to function. This theory is supported by a number of factors: [List of factors]

Recall that Leonard relieved Reiner who had been loading the cars with vinyl chloride. It is possible that Leonard did not communicate with Reiner regarding what stage of the loading procedures Leonard had arrived at prior to the time Reiner relieved him, or that Leonard communicated incorrect information to Reiner regarding what stage of the loading procedures Leonard had arrived at prior to his relief by Reiner.

Now compare the public version of the same story created by the com​pany’s lawyer in order to sue the value manufacturer:

On or about July 30, 1983, at approximately 3:55 a.m., an explosion and fire occurred at the Froeger plant located on Route 11 in Charleston. The explosion and fire occurred in an area of the plant where railroad tank cars are loaded with vinyl chloride and caustic for shipment. The explosion and fire originated as tank car 96 was being prepared for transit. The loading line connected to the south angle valve of tank car 96 either ruptured or became prematurely disconnected, allowing the release of highly flammable vinyl chloride onto the loading rack area, even though the tank car was equipped with excess flow valves that were intended to prevent this type of product loss. The vinyl chloride ignited causing this explosion and fire.




How would you tell this story if you were the manufacturer of the excess flow valve? 

4.
From letter written by a management consultant to a client, explaining how the consultants will conduct a research project.

a.
The first phase would be a preparation phase. Loris consultants would spend three to five days in Brussels with the European Abco management and a representative from Abco-U.S.  We will attempt to better define the systems concept, gather all available information about the industry, and prepare a field interviewing strategy for the U.S. and Europe.  We will need to decide the geographic scope of the interviewing effort.  Our past experience indicates that focusing on fewer countries is more effective than dispersing the effort throughout all the European countries;  therefore we plan to limit the interviews to the three largest Abco markets: Germany, the United Kingdom, and France or Italy.  We will also need to jointly determine the industry participants who will need to be interviewed.  These may include OEM's, end-users, or other knowledgeable people in the industry.

b.
The first phase would be a preparation phase.  A case team would spend three to five days in Brussels.  The team would include European Abco management, a representative from Abco-U.S., and representatives from Loris Consulting.  Loris will gather all available information about the industry, and the case team will attempt to better define the systems concept and prepare a field interviewing strategy for the U.S. and Europe.  In preparing our strategy, the team will need to decide the geographic scope of the interviewing effort.  Our past experience indicates that focusing on fewer countries is more effective than dispersing the effort throughout all the European countries;  therefore the team may want to limit the interviews to the three largest Abco markets: Germany, the United Kingdom, and France or Italy.  We will also need to jointly determine the industry participants who will need to be interviewed.  We may want to include OEM's, end-users, or other knowledgeable people in the industry.

5
a.
Equally important, Clark's practice of carefully mapping every fossil made it possible to follow the evolutionary development of various types through time.  Beautiful sequences of antelopes, giraffes and elephants were obtained — new species evolving out of old ones and appearing in younger strata, then dying out as they were replaced by still others in still younger strata.  In short, evolution was taking place before the eyes of the Omo surveyors.  And it could be timed.  The finest examples of this process were in several lines of pigs which had been extremely common at Omo and had evolved rapidly.  Unsnarling the pig story was turned over to paleontologist Basil Cooke.  He produced family trees for pigs whose various types were so accurately dated that pigs themselves became measuring sticks that could be applied to finds of questionable age in other places that had similar pigs.

b.
Equally important, we could follow the evolutionary development of various types through time because Clark had carefully mapped every fossil.  The Omo surveyors obtained beautiful sequences of antelopes, giraffes and elephants — new species evolving out of old ones and appearing in younger strata, then dying out as they were replaced by still others in still younger strata.  In short, the Omo surveyors saw evolution taking place before their eyes.  And they could time it.  Their finest examples were in several lines of pigs which had been extremely common at Omo and had evolved rapidly.  The paleontologist Basil Cooke was assigned to unsnarl the pig story.  He produced family trees for pigs whose various types were so accurately dated that pigs themselves became measuring sticks that the surveyors could apply to finds of questionable age in other places that had similar pigs.

6.
Frederick Jackson Turner’s so-called “frontier thesis” had an enor​mous impact on theorists of American culture. Throughout his career, Turner argued that even as the frontier shaped the American character, the resulting American culture shaped and consumed the continent’s fron​tier wilderness. Interested in wilderness primarily for its formative influence on American culture, Turner ultimately devoted his intellectual energies not to explaining  nature, but to explaining the national character.

One of the following passages appears as Turner wrote and published it; the others are revisions of the original. Which passage is Turner’s?

a.
The wilderness masters the colonist. It finds him a European in dress, industries, tools, modes of travel and thought. It takes him from the railroad car and puts him in the birch canoe. It strips off the garments of civilization and arrays him in the hunting shirt and the moccasin. It puts him in the log cabin of the Cherokee and the Iroquois and runs an Indian palisade around him. In short, the frontier is at first too strong for the man. It imposes on him conditions which it furnishes or it destroys him, and so the Indian clearings come to fit him and the Indian trails lead him. Little by little, the wilderness changes because of him, but the outcome is not the old Europe. . . . The fact is, that here is a new product that is American.

b.
The colonist must submit to the wilderness. He comes to it a European in dress, industries, tools, modes of travel and thought. Because of it, he leaves the railroad car for the birch canoe. He must strip off the garments of civilization and array himself in the hunting shirt and the moccasin. He must adopt the log cabin of the Cherokee and the Iroquois and run an Indian palisade around himself. In short, the colonist is at first too weak for the wilderness. He must accept the conditions which it furnishes or perish, and so he fits himself to the Indian clearings and follows the Indian trails. Little by little, he transforms the wilderness, but the outcome is not the old Europe. . . . The fact is, that here is a new product that is American.

c.
The wilderness masters the colonist. It finds him a European in dress, industries, tools, modes of travel and thought. It takes him from the railroad car and puts him in the birch canoe. It strips off the garments of civilization and arrays him in the hunting shirt and the moccasin. It puts him in the log cabin of the Cherokee and the Iroquois and runs an Indian palisade around him. In short, the frontier is at first too strong for the man. He must accept the conditions which it furnishes or perish, and so he fits himself to the Indian clearings and follows the Indian trails. Little by little, he transforms the wilderness, but the outcome is not the old Europe. . . . The fact is, that here is a new product that is American.

d.
The colonist must submit to the wilderness. He comes to it a European in dress, industries, tools, modes of travel and thought. Because of it, he leaves the railroad car for the birch canoe. He must strip off the garments of civilization and array himself in the hunting shirt and the moccasin. He must adopt the log cabin of the Cherokee and the Iroquois and run an Indian palisade around himself. In short, the frontier is at first too strong for the man. It imposes on him conditions which it furnishes or it destroys him, and so the Indian clearings come to fit him and the Indian trails lead him. Little by little, the wilderness changes because of him, but the outcome is not the old Europe. . . . The fact is, that here is a new product that is American. 

7a

An appreciation of the effects of calcium blockers can best be attained by an understanding of the activation of muscle groups. The proteins actin, myosin, tropomyosin, and troponin make up the sarcomere, the fundamental unit of muscle contraction. The thick filament is composed of myosin, which is an ATPase or energy producing protein.  Actin, tropomyosin, and troponin make up the thin filament. There is a close association between the regulatory proteins, tropomyosin and troponin, and the contractile protein, actin, in the thin filament. The interaction of actin and myosin is controlled by tropomyosin. Troponin C, which binds calcium; troponin I, which binds troponin to tropomyosin constitute three peptide chains of troponin.  An excess of 10-7 for the myoplasmic concentration of Ca++ leads to its binding to troponin C. The inhibitory forces of tropomyosin are removed, and the complex interaction of actin and myosin is manifested as contraction.

7b

Our muscles work by contracting, and the contraction of muscle depends on calcium.  If we can understand how calcium activates our muscle groups to make them contract, then we can appreciate how those muscle groups are affected by the drugs called calcium blockers.


The fundamental unit of muscle contraction is the sarcomere. The sarcomere has two filaments, one thick and one thin. These filaments are composed of substances called proteins that either prevent contraction or cause contraction. The thick filament contains the protein myosin, which is an energy producing or ATPase protein.  The thin filament contains the protein actin, which causes contraction when it interacts with myosin.  The thin filament also contains the proteins tropomyosin and troponin, which inhibit contraction. Troponin has three peptide chains: troponin I, which participates  in the interaction between actin and myosin; troponin T, which binds troponin to tropomyosin; and troponin C, which binds calcium.


When a muscle is relaxed, tropomyosin inhibits the actin in the thin filament from interacting with the myosin in the thick filament. When the concentration of Ca++ in the myoplasma in the sarcomere exceeds 10-7, the calcium binds to troponin C. The tropomyosin then no longer inhibits the interaction of actin and myosin, and the muscle contracts.

8

Both the Unruh Act and the mobilehome statutes contain anti-deficiency provisions.  If either of these statutes applies, it will bar the Bank from obtaining a deficiency judgment, regardless of who purchases at the repossession sale.  The Unruh Act applies if the underlying transaction is a retail installment contract involving consumer goods (i.e., goods purchased primarily for personal, family, or household purposes) (Civil Code §1812.5).  Thus, the Unruh Act will prevent the Bank from obtaining a deficiency judgment against the obligor on the contract if the contracts are Unruh contracts purchased from dealers.  However, the Unruh Act will not apply if the underlying transaction is a direct loan from the Bank to the borrower, and the proceeds are then used to buy consumer goods.  In that case, the Bank is free to seek a deficiency judgment (Civil Code §1801.6).  In addition to the anti-deficiency provision in the Unruh Act, the mobilehome statutes of the Health & Safety Code will prohibit deficiency judgments in some instances following a repossession sale of a mobilehome (Health & Safety Code §18038.7).  However, the anti-deficiency provision of the mobilehome statutes does not apply (i) if the mobilehome has been substantially damaged other than normal wear and tear or (ii) if the underlying transaction was a direct loan from the Bank rather than a direct purchase of an installment contract from a dealer.

Creating a Consistent Point of View:

This page contains a Statement of Facts regarding a matter in which two police officers are being sued for making an arrest without probable cause.  The statements are from appellate briefs written on behalf of the police officers.  Here is the background: Two men are arrested for causing a disturbance in a McDonald’s parking lot. They plead no contest, but then bring suit against the police officers for false arrest. The officers appeal, asserting that they are immune from suit on the grounds that they acted as any reasonably competent police officer would have, had that officer been in their shoes

Statement of Facts 

On the evening of September 13, 1985, Maurice Turner and Doak Walker, both black, in their mid-twenties, and residents of Canton, attended a football game between Austintown High School and Canton McKinley High School.  Turner's mother also attended the game, but they did not sit together and agreed to meet at the McDonald's in Austintown after the game.  Canton McKinley won the game.

After the game, Walker and Turner drove to McDonald’s to meet Turner's mother.  As he and Turner drove to the restaurant, Walker, along with other McKinley fans, was honking his car horn.  As they drove into the restaurant parking lot, they saw several hundred teenagers milling about.  

As he was parking his car, Walker was approached by Austintown Officer James Sheridan, who told him to stop blowing his horn and to park between the lines.  Walker complied.  As Walker got out of the car to go into the restaurant, the crowd started to surround his car.  Turner waited in the car.  Walker walked to the restaurant, but decided that the lines were too long and returned to his car.  To reach his car, he had to push his way through the milling crowd.

As Walker walked back to his car, the crowd closed in on him, yelling racial epithets.  Walker felt threatened and was worried that the crowd might hurt him.  When he reached his car, he saw that several people in the crowd had climbed on top of it, while others were rocking it, trying to turn it over.  

Pushing through the crowd, Walker got inside his car and tried to leave, but he was prevented from backing up because people were standing behind his car. At this point, he was approached again by Officer Sheridan, who had earlier gone to the back parking lot to check on Austintown Officer Richard Schaeffer.  Walker asked Sheridan to get the people off of his car.  Officer Sheridan started to clear the crowd and told Walker to leave the parking lot immediately.

Walker put his car in reverse and tried to leave, but the crowd was still around his car, shaking and pounding it.  Walker was ordered to leave a second time, but he couldn’t back up because he was afraid of hitting someone.  Officer Sheridan then grabbed Walker through the open window and told him to get out of the car.  When asked for identification, Walker attempted to comply but was jostled, and his wallet fell from his hand.  At that point, Walker was arrested for disorderly conduct.

Statement of Facts

This action arises from an incident on the evening of September 13, 1985, involving a large crowd and two men in their mid twenties, Maurice Walker and Doak Turner, who were to meet  Turner’s mother at a McDonald’s restaurant in Austintown, Ohio.  The incident followed a high school football game in which Canton McKinley defeated Austintown.

Austintown police officers James Sheridan and Richard Schaeffer were working a detail at the McDonald’s restaurant parking lots.  At about 10:25 p.m. Officer Schaeffer was in the rear parking lot, and Officer Sheridan was in the front lot.  Sheridan observed a car pull into the lot with two black men in the front seat. Walker was driving.  Walker acknowledges blowing his car horn repeatedly as he entered the parking lot.  Officer Sheridan told Walker to stop blowing the horn and to park between the lines of the parking space, which he did.

Officer Sheridan then walked to the back lot to check on Officer Schaeffer.  At about that time, a shouting match began among the plaintiffs and a large group of young people who had gathered in the lot after the game.  When Officer Sheridan returned to the front lot, he saw Walker pushing people near his car.  It seemed to Officer Sheridan that Walker was attempting to start a fight, although Walker states that he had gotten out of his car to go inside the restaurant, and that when he returned, a crowd surrounded him shouting racial epithets.  Walker states that he pushed people in the crowd to get back to his car.  He said that he felt threatened because the crowd was rocking his car and some had climbed on top of it.

Officer Sheridan approached the car, ordered the plaintiffs to leave the lot, and began to clear the crowd.  Walker and Turner did not leave, however, stating that because people were standing behind the car, they could not back up.  

Officer Sheridan then ordered Walker to leave the parking lot a second time.  When Walker failed to do so, again for fear of hitting someone, Officer Sheridan asked him for identification.  When Walker dropped his wallet at the officer's feet, Officer Sheridan arrested Walker and Turner for disorderly conduct.


The following are three memos written by three different executive officers of a large organization. Recently a number of the organization’s employees were defendants in a highly-publicized sexual harassment suit. 

MEMORANDUM
November 24, 2002

From: Donofrio Ianieri, President

To: All FASNAP employees

Subj: SEXUAL HARASSMENT POLICY STATEMENT

[image: image1.wmf]
FASNAP is committed to both the letter and the spirit of Title VII of the Civil Rights Act, the EEOC guidelines, and all court rulings which uphold the law regarding sexual harassment in the workplace. FASNAP will ensure that the work environment is free of sexual harassment and inappropriate sexual behavior. 

In accordance with EEOC guidelines, FASNAP defines sexual harassment as occurring when a person uses or condones implicit or explicit sexual behavior in order to control, influence, or affect the career, pay, or job of a FASNAP employee. FASNAP also agrees that sexual harassment occurs when a person deliberately and/or repeatedly makes verbal comments, jokes, or physical contacts of a sexual nature, or displays objects of photographs of a sexual nature, and so affects the conditions of work or morale of another FASNAP employee. 

FASNAP will ensure that no retaliation will be taken against any individual who brings sexual harassment to the attention of management, and that sexual harassment by supervisors or other staff will not influence personnel decisions affecting an employee.

FASNAP managers and supervisors who exhibit sexually harassing behavior or conduct in their relationships with other personnel are abusing their authority. Whether it is practiced by a supervisor or a co-worker against another employee, such behavior poisons the work environment, creates intolerable working conditions, and damages the company’s ability to carry out its mission by lowering employee morale and productivity.

All FASNAP executive officers pledge to take all complaints of sexual harassment seriously and ensure that investigations are conducted fairly and discretely. Grievances may be filed through the Grievance Process. Sexual harassment and inappropriate sexual behavior are not only illegal but highly unprofessional and will not be tolerated. FASNAP wants all employees to monitor their own behavior and to speak out when another’s behavior is sexually inappropriate. 

cc:   
Donofrio Ianieri

        
De Los Santos

        
Richard Farmer

        
Helen Carroll

        
Adam Bloom

MEMORANDUM
November 24, 2002

From: M. O. Dougherty, Vice President, Operations

To: All FASNAP employees

Subj:  SEXUAL HARASSMENT POLICY STATEMENT

[image: image2.wmf]
I am issuing this personal statement to affirm my support of FASNAP’s policy on the prevention of sexual harassment. We have never tolerated sexual harassment in any form. In order that there may be no misunderstanding in the future, I want to make it very clear now that any FASNAP employee engaging in sexual harassment will be disciplined or discharged in accordance with company regulations.

Sexual harassment will not occur at FASNAP. We are here as professional to perform important work. As such, we may rightfully expect to be treated as professionals, free of demands and pressures which are not related to our job performance. Unwelcome sexual advances which jeopardize an employee’s career or conditions of work or morale are a threat to the proper running of this company, and I will not tolerate such behavior. 

We have conducted training in the prevention of sexual harassment so that you may be fully aware of the problem and the steps you can take to prevent it. The training defined the meaning of sexual harassment as delineated in FASNAP policy and federal law, and explained to you your rights should you be subject to it. I urge and expect you to take this training seriously.

If you believe that you have been subjected to sexual harassment at FASNAP, you may address the problem through the Grievance Process. For further information, see Adele Stanford at extension 5974. You may rest assured that all inquiries will be treated confidentially.

We all have a right to be free from sexual harassment in our work environment, and I will protect that right. Sexual harassment lowers morale, is detrimental to productivity, and violates the law. We must create a productive, professional environment in which we are all proud to work and where we are all treated with sensitivity and courtesy.

cc
Donofrio Ianieri


Imelda De Los Santos


Richard Farmer


Helen Carroll


Adam Bloom

MEMORANDUM

November 24, 2002
From: Imelda De Los Santos, Vice President, Human Resources

To: All FASNAP employees

Subj: SEXUAL HARASSMENT POLICY STATEMENT

[image: image3.wmf]
All personnel have a responsibility for maintaining high standards of honesty, integrity, professionalism, and conduct to assure the proper performance of business and the maintenance of public trust. Especially in regard to principles of equal opportunity, sexual harassment violates those standards. Sexual harassment is unacceptable conduct; it undermines the integrity of the employment relationship, debilitates morale, and interferes with productivity. At no level will sexual harassment be tolerated.

Discrimination that involves unwelcome advances, requests for sexual favors, and verbal or physical conduct of a sexual nature as a condition of employment are all behaviors defined as sexual harassment. Sexual harassment is occurring when any individual uses or condones implicit or explicit sexual behavior for the purpose of controlling, influencing, or affecting the career, pay, or job of another individual. Similarly, sexual harassment occurs when any individual deliberately or repeatedly makes verbal comments, jokes, gestures, or physical contacts, or displays objects or photographs of a sexual nature.

Sexual harassment is a prohibited practice, and is sex discrimination. There is a common responsibility to recognize and bring to the attention of management the existence of sexual harassment in the workplace. Individuals who are sexually harassed by supervisors or other co-workers should make it clear to the harassing individual that the behavior is offensive; a formal grievance may also be filed. However small, any instance of sexual harassment at any level of the employment cycle must and will be quickly addressed. If needed, decisive action will be taken, thus upholding our commitment to the prohibition of sexual harassment. Prevention of sexual harassment is the responsibility of all personnel.

cc
Donofrio Ianieri


M.O. Dougherty


Richard Farmer


Helen Carroll


Adam Bloom





Old Information and Point of View

We have learned you should put old information in the Topic positions of your sentences and new information in the Stress positions. The question now is, which old information should you choose to fill the topic positions of a series of sentences which together make up a chunk of larger discourse (a para​graph, for example)? For even if you manage your individual sentences in all of the ways that we have discussed so far, it is still possible you could fall short of creating sentences that are not only clear but also strategically de​signed to shape belief.

When you fill the topic positions of a series of sentences with particular pieces of old information, you tell a story from a particular point of view: you not only give your reader "facts," but you also shape your reader's under​standing and memory of those "facts."

When you strategically select old information for the Topic positions of your sen​tences, you control your readers’ perceptions of your story. Other factors, of course, will contribute and perhaps determine how your readers ultimately interpret and judge the events you describe. It is important to note, for example, the limitations on this principle: we can't predict how a particular individual reader will respond; as in every contested situation, the design or form of the story is only one factor in a particular reader's decision-making process. But the basis for that decision-making process — for that individualized interpretation and judgment — begins with the design of the story you tell. 

The form of your story matters to decision-makers. When you fill your Topic positions with certain pieces of Old information, you tell the "facts" of your story from a particular point of view. And when you strategically control this point of view, you influence how your readers understand, remember, and act upon your story. 

[image: image4.wmf]
“Sometimes you talk about focusing my story on the main character, and sometimes you talk about focusing it on the agent. What’s the difference between characters and agents?”

Agents are a kind of character. Every story has characters and actions. Some characters perform or cause actions; some characters receive or undergo actions; and other characters have other roles – standing around and watching the action, reaping the benefits of an action, and so on. AGENTS are those characters who perform or cause actions. For the most part, it is better to tell your story in terms of those actions performed by your main characters, in which case your story will focus on agents. Sometimes, you will want to tell a story in which your main character does not perform most of the actions. (Scientific stories are often of this sort.) In that case, you should focus on main characters instead of on agents. So here’s a way to think about the role of characters and agents in readable stories:

•
Readable stories almost always focus on characters.

•
If at all possible, your stories should focus on one main character or a small group of main characters.

•
All things being equal, your main characters should be the agents of the actions in your story.

•
If you have a good reason to avoid the agent or to highlight a character who is not an agent, then you can focus your story on characters who are not agents.

[image: image5.wmf]
“How do I choose which familiar things to focus on?”

This is when good writers have to think like readers. So let’s talk about how focus characters help readers understand.

Readers always start with context. Even reading the first sentence of a book or article, we have a context for that sentence that helps to determine how we understand it. Most of the time, we know quite a lot about the things we read. We might know some things about the author and the author’s goals; we might recognize what kind of book, article, or memo it is; we might know about the journal in which the article is published; we might have a pretty good idea of its topics; we might have heard a summary or critique of the book or article – there are thousands of sources from which we learn things about what we read. Even if we read something that we happened to find in a drawer somewhere, the like of which we have never seen, even then we’ll learn some things about it from its title, the name of its author, the way it is printed. Any and all of that information is part of the context that we bring to reading, and that context causes us to expect to find in the text some things rather than others.

So, when we turn to the op-ed page of a good newspaper and read the sentence,

George Bush painted himself into a corner when he allowed himself no negotiating room with Saddam Hussein over his invasion of Kuwait.

we have a lot of context that helps readers understand for knowing how to take this sentence. We can look to the title and the author’s name, which you may well recognize. (Notice that when the author is someone we’re not likely to recognize, the newspapers usually add a note about the author.) But even if we don’t understand the title and learn nothing from the author’s name, the fact that this sentence appears on the op-ed page makes it unsurprising to find “George Bush” at the beginning of the sentence. This is easy enough: this is a sentence about George Bush; and while the rest of the story may focus on Saddam Hussein or Kuwait or the Gulf War, for now the focus is on George Bush.

Notice, however, that a reader’s sense of the focus in a story is always provisional: we have to wait for the rest of the story to know whether our current sense of focus will be borne out. This is especially so when sentences leave us to make choices. Suppose the first sentence in our op-ed piece was instead,

Many political commentators have said that George Bush painted himself into a corner when he allowed himself no negotiating room with Saddam Hussein over his invasion of Kuwait.

We would be no more surprised to find a story about political commentators on the op-ed page (which is, after all, the home of political commentators) than to find a story about the President. But even so, this sentence also seems to be chiefly about George Bush, and we would feel our expectations fulfilled if the piece continued like this:

Many political commentators have said that George Bush painted himself into a corner when he allowed himself no negotiating room with Saddam Hussein over his invasion of Kuwait. But Bush had no choice. When Hussein invaded Kuwait, he threatened Saudi Arabia, and so Bush had to speak strongly, . . . 

At the same time, we would not be disoriented if the focus turned out to be on political commentators when the piece continued like this:

Many political commentators have said that George Bush painted himself into a corner when he allowed himself no negotiating room with Saddam Hussein over his invasion of Kuwait. But they were wrong. They were wrong when they condemned Jimmy Carter for hunkering down in the White House during the Iran Hostage Crisis. They were wrong when they criticized Ronald Reagan for negotiating over the hostages. And they are now trying to persuade us that we face a choice between war or humiliation in the Middle East. In fact, they are once again oversimplifying world conflicts in terms of personal confrontations. . . .

So the question of focus involves (1) constant projections, expectations that the reader derives first from the circumstances of the reading and then from the text (and that are shaped by the reader’s knowledge and views) and (2) constant revisions as the reader finds that the text does or does not meet those expectations.

Your job as writer is to help your reader through the process of expectation and revision. You have to anticipate as much as you can those aspects of your readers’ expectations that will be brought to your text. Then you have to begin your text so that you encourage those expectations that your text will meet and block off those that it will not meet. Then you have to give your reader a way to keep track of where your story has been and where it will go.
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