
Welcome to the Class of 2012! 

The Writing Program welcomes you to Haverford and looks forward to your arrival. In 
the meantime, we need your help as we plan for one of the foundational experiences 
of your first year: the Writing Seminar. Writing Seminars are integral to a Haverford 
education and every student (without exception) takes one in the fall or spring of his 
or her first year. This letter describes policies related to the Writing Seminar and 
explains what you must do before August 6 to ensure your placement in a course 
that matches your interests and level of experience. 

Kinds of Writing Seminars 
Writing Seminars are organized by academic discipline, topic, or individualized study. 
While all seminars pair writing instruction with intellectual inquiry, they do so in 
slightly different ways. As you read the descriptions below, consider which kind of 
seminar best matches your needs and interests. 

• Discipline-based (WSD) sections offer instruction in critical inquiry and writing 
in the context of a particular academic discipline. These sections, taught by 
faculty from a variety of departments at the college, meet twice weekly; most 
also feature additional small group tutorials and/or conferences to discuss 
student writing. If interested in a particular discipline-based seminar, and if 
your past performance in courses that have included substantial writing has 
been consistently strong, these seminars may be for you. 

• Topic-based (WST) sections also offer instruction in critical inquiry and 
writing, meet twice weekly, and feature regular small group tutorials and/or 
conferences. These sections, taught by Writing Program faculty, explore a 
thematically interrelated set of readings and tend to devote more attention 
than do WSD sections to all stages of the composing process. If you have 
experienced success with writing in the past but would like the chance to 
spend more time thinking about the elements of the academic essay, this 
type of seminar may be for you. 

• Individualized (WSI) sections also teach critical inquiry and writing, meet 
twice weekly, and explore a thematically interrelated set of readings. They 
differ from other seminars in a few ways: they are limited to ten rather than 
fifteen students; they include more time for individual conferences; and they 
break down the writing of academic essays into even more manageable and 
explicit steps. Offered only in the fall semester, WSI sections do not alone 
satisfy the writing requirement but are intended to prepare students to 
continue their study of writing in either a WSD or WST section in the spring 
semester. If you have not had much experience composing academic essays 
or would like to develop more confidence in your ability to meet the rigors of 
college-level writing, these seminars may be for you. 

When reviewing the course descriptions that accompany this letter, you will see a 
diverse range of seminar offerings for the coming year. Consider not only those 
courses that play on your strengths but also those that will stretch your interests in 
new directions. 
 
How Placement Works 
When assigning students to sections, the Writing Program will consider several 



factors: your own appraisal of your writing competency; your preferences for 
particular courses; SAT verbal and SAT II Writing scores; and a placement essay that 
you will soon submit. We will inform you of your placement during the week you 
arrive on campus. 
 
What You Need to Do 
To help us in the placement process, you need to 1) inform us of your preferences 
and 2) write a short essay. 

• A preference form that you should complete is on-line (see below). Consider 
your options and let us know both which kind of seminar you think is best for 
you and which particular sections you find most appealing. You will be asked 
to rank your top three section preferences. 

• Also in this packet you will find instructions for writing and submitting the 
placement essay. For your own benefit in being matched with an appropriate 
seminar, and in accord with the Haverford Honor Code, you must write this 
essay without assistance from anyone (and without consulting outside 
sources). 
 
Please submit your preferences and essay online. To do so, follow the links on 
either of the following websites: 
 
http://www.haverford.edu/writingprogram/placements.php 
 
OR:  
 
http://www.haverford.edu/firstyear 

These materials are due by August 6. If we don’t receive them by then, Writing 
Program faculty will need to place you in a seminar regardless of your preferences, 
so please do get them in to us.  

If you have any questions regarding either Writing Seminars or the placement 
process or would like paper copies of these materials, please contact Debora 
Sherman at dsherman@haverford.edu or 610-896-1255 or 1157. All of us at 
Haverford very much look forward to your arrival.  

Best regards,  

 
Debora Sherman 
Acting Director of College Writing and Assistant Professor of English 

   

 

 

 

http://www.haverford.edu/writingprogram/development/placements.php
http://www.haverford.edu/firstyear


Writing Seminar Placement Essay Instructions 

Placement essays are one tool (among others) that the Writing Program uses to 
assign incoming students to appropriate Writing Seminars. 

Guidelines 
When writing the essay, please observe the following guidelines. 

• Limit the length to 500-750 words (which translates to between one and two 
double-spaced pages). 

• Be sure to include an essay title and your name.  

• Compose the essay without any assistance, in the form of either other people or 
outside commentary. Don’t use the web or the library for research. You are, 
however, permitted to use a dictionary (online or hardback) for words which are 
unfamiliar to you.  And you can use reference tools (online or otherwise) to identify 
names (Faustus, etc.) which you don’t recognize.  Your best interests will be served 
only if the Writing Program can make an honest appraisal of how you write on your 
own. This will be your first opportunity to put Haverford’s Honor Code into practice. 

Assignment 
Read Nora Ephron’s “The Boston Photographs” which can be accessed online at 
http://www.haverford.edu/writingprogram/essay.php or below. 

 

Here’s the assignment: 
 
In a thoughtful and well-composed essay of 500-750 words, respond to the 
principle elements of Ephron’s argument: is it responsible to print such 

photographs?  Honest? Ethical or “right”?  Is it simply voyeuristic?  Does it 
"revictimize" the victim—that is, actively participating in or endorsing the 
violence by republishing the photo? 

 

Because you are being asked to write a short response, you may not be able to 
develop your ideas fully. But do what you can within the 500-750 word range. 

When evaluating your essay, Writing Program faculty will attend to the following 
criteria: 

•Engagement and reasoning: How well do you demonstrate a grasp of Ephron’s 
argument while still establishing and supporting your own position? 

• Structure and style: Does the organization help or hinder readers? Is there enough 
control of particular sentences to allow us to follow your reasoning?  

 

http://www.haverford.edu/writingprogram/essay.php


NORA EPHRON, The Boston 
Photographs, reprinted in Chris 
Anderson and Lex Runciman, eds., 
Open Questions; Readings for Critical 
Thinking and Writing (Boston: 
Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2005).  

“I made all kinds of pictures because I 
thought it would be a good rescue 
shot over the ladder. . .never dreame
it would be anything else.. . .I kep
having to move around because of the 
light set. The sky was bright and they 
were in deep shadow. I was making 
pictures with a motor drive and he, 
the fire fighter, was reaching up and, I 
don’t know, everything started falling. 
I followed the girl down taking 
pictures. . . .I made three or four 
frames. I realized what was goig on 
and I completely turned around, 
because I didn’t want to see her hit.” 
 
You probably saw the photographs. In 
most newspapers, there were three of them. The first showed some people on a fire 
escape—a fireman, a woman, and a child. The fireman had a nice strong jaw and 
looked very brave. The woman was holding the child. Smoke was pouring from the 
building behind them. A rescue ladder was approaching, just a few feet away, and 
the fireman had one arm around the woman and one arm reaching out toward the 
ladder. The second picture showed the fire escape slipping off the building. The child 
had fallen on the escape and seemed about to slide off the edge. The woman was 
grasping desperately at the legs of the fireman, who had managed to grab the 
ladder. The third picture showed the woman and child in midair, falling to the 
ground. Their arms and legs were outstretched, horribly distended. A potted plant 
was falling too. The caption said that the woman, Diana Bryant, nineteen, died in the 
fall. The child landed on the woman’s body and lived. 
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The pictures were taken by Stanley Forman, thirty, of the Boston Herald American. 
He used a motor-driven Nikon F set at 1/250, f5.6-S. Because of the motor, the 
camera can click off three frames a second. More than four hundred newspapers in 
the United States alone carried the photographs: the tear sheets from overseas are 
still coming in. The New York Times ran them on the first page of its second section; 
a paper in south Georgia gave them nineteen columns; the Chicago Tribune, the 
Washington Post, and the Washington Star filled almost half their front pages, the 
Star under a somewhat redundant headline that read: SENSATIONAL PHOTOS OF 
RESCUE ATTEMPT THAT FAILED. 
 
The photographs are indeed sensational. They are pictures of death in action, of that 
split second when luck runs out, and it is impossible to look at them without feeling 
their extraordinary impact and remembering, in an almost subconscious way, the 
morbid fantasy of falling, falling off a building, falling to one’s death. Beyond that the 
pictures are classics, old-fashioned but perfect examples of photojournalism at it 
most spectacular. They’re throwbacks, really, fire pictures, 1930s tabloid shots; at 



the same time they’re technically superb and thoroughly modern—the sequence 
could not have been taken at all until the development of the motor-driven camera 
some sixteen years ago.  
 
Most newspaper editors anticipate some reader reaction to photographs like 
Forman’s; even so, the response around the country was enormous, and almost all 
of it was negative. I have read hundreds of the letters that were printed in letters-to-
the-editor sections, and they repeat the same points. “Invading the privacy of 
death.” “Cheap sensationalism.” “I thought I was reading the National Inquirer.” 
“Assigning the agony of a human being in terror of imminent death to the status of a 
side-show act.” “A tawdry way to sell newspapers.” The Seattle Times received sixty 
letters and calls; its managing editor even got a couple of them at home. A reader 
wrote the Philadelphia Inquirer: “Jaws and Towering Inferno are playing downtown; 
don’t take business away from people who pay good money to advertise in your own 
paper.” Another reader wrote the Chicago Sun-Times: “I shall try to hide my 
disappointment that Miss Bryant wasn’t wearing a skirt when she fell to her death. 
You could have had some award-winning photographs of her underpants as her skirt 
billowed over her head, you voyeurs.” Several newspaper editors wrote columns 
defending the pictures. Thomas Keevil of the Costa Mesa (California) Daily Pilot 
printed a ballot for readers to vote on whether they would have printed the pictures. 
Marshall L. Stone of Maine’s Bangor Daily News, which refused to print the famous 
assassination picture of the Vietcong prisoner in Saigon, claimed that the Boston 
pictures showed the dangers of fire escapes and raised questions about slumlords. 
(The burning building was a five-story brick apartment house on Marlborough Street 
in the Back Bay section of Boston.) 
 
For the last five years, the Washington Post has employed various journalists as 
ombudsmen, whose job is to monitor the paper on behalf of the public. The Post’s 
current ombudsman is Charles Seib, former managing editor of the Washington Star; 
the day the Boston photographs appeared, the paper received over seventy calls in 
protest. As Seib later wrote in a column about the pictures, it was “the largest 
reaction to a published item that I have experienced in eight months as the Post’s 
ombudsman. . . . 
 
“In the Post’s newsroom, on the other hand, I found no doubts, no second thoughts. 
. .the question was not whether they should be printed but how they should be 
displayed. When I talked to editors. . .they used words like ‘interesting’ and ‘riveting’ 
and ‘gripping’ to describe them. The pictures told of something about the life in the 
ghetto, they said (although the neighborhood where the tragedy occurred is not a 
ghetto, I am told). They dramatized the need to check on the safety of fire escapes. 
They dramatically conveyed something that had happened, and that is the business 
we’re in. They were news. . . . 
 
“Was publication of the [third] picture a bow to the same taste for the morbidly 
sensational that makes gold mines of disaster movies? Most papers will not print the 
picture of a dead body except in the most unusual circumstances. Does the fact that 
the final picture was taken a millisecond before the young woman died make a 
difference? Most papers will not print a picture of a bare female breast. Is that a 
more inappropriate subject for display than the picture of a human being’s last 
agonized instant of life?” Seib offered no answers to the questions he raised, but he 
went on to say that although as an editor he would probably have run the pictures, 
as a reader he was revolted by them. 
 



In conclusion, Seib wrote: “Any editor who decided to print those pictures without 
giving at least a moment’s thought to what purpose they served and what their 
effect was likely to be on the reader should ask another question: have I become so 
preoccupied with manufacturing a product according to professional traditions and 
standards that I have forgotten about the consumer, the reader?” 
 
It should be clear that the phone calls and letters and Seib’s own reaction were 
occasioned by one factor alone: the death of the woman. Obviously, had she 
survived the fall, no one would have protested; the pictures would have had a 
completely different impact. Equally obviously, had the child died as well—or 
instead—Seib would undoubtedly have received ten times the phone calls he did. In 
each case, the pictures would have been exactly the same—only the captions, and 
thus the responses, would have been different.  
 
But the questions Seib raises are worth discussing—though not exactly for the 
reasons he mentions. For it may be that the real lesson of the Boston photographs is 
not the danger that editors will be forgetful of reader reaction, but that they will 
continue to censor pictures of death precisely because of that reaction. The protests 
Seib fielded were really a variation on an old theme—and we saw plenty of it during 
the Nixon-Agnew years—the “Why doesn’t the press point the good news?” 
argument. In this case, of course, the objections were all dressed up and cleverly 
disguised as righteous indignation about the privacy of death. This is a form of 
puritanism that is often justifiable; just as often it is merely puritanical. 
 
Seib takes it for granted that the widespread though fairly recent newspaper policy 
against printing pictures of dead bodies is a sound one; I don’t know that it makes 
any sense at all. I recognize that printing pictures of corpses raises all sorts of 
problems about taste and titillation and sensationalism; the fact is, however, that 
people die. Death happens to be one of life’s main events. And it is irresponsible—
and more than that, inaccurate—for newspapers to fail to show it, or to show it only 
when an astonishing set of photos comes in over the Associated Press wire. Most 
papers covering fatal automobile accidents will print pictures of mangled cars. But 
the significance of fatal automobile accidents is not that a great deal of steel is 
twisted but that people die. Why not show it? That’s what accidents are about. 
Throughout the Vietnam War, editors were reluctant to print atrocity pictures. Why 
not print them? That’s what that was about. Murder victims are almost never 
photographed; they are granted their privacy. But their relatives are relentlessly 
pictured on their way in and out of hospitals and morgues and funerals. 
 
I’m not advocating that newspapers print these things in order to teach their readers 
a lesson. The Post editors justified their printing of the Boston pictures with several 
arguments in that direction; every one of them is irrelevant. The pictures don’t show 
anything about slum life; the incident could have happened anywhere, and it did. It 
is extremely unlikely that anyone who saw them rushed out and had his fire escape 
strengthened. And the pictures were not news—at least they were not national news. 
It is not news in Washington, or New York, or Los Angeles that a woman was killed in 
a Boston fire. The only newsworthy thing about the pictures is that they were taken. 
They deserve to be printed because they are great pictures, breathtaking pictures of 
something that happened. That they disturb readers is exactly as it should be: that’s 
why photojournalism is often more powerful than written journalism.  

  
Forman’s photograph was published in the Boston Herald on July 22, 1975; he was 



given the Pulitzer Prize for this photo in 1976. The photograph was used to promote 
inspection of fire escapes in Boston and around the country. 

 

  

 
 


