Update XXI
 AEJMC Convention Fallout

Quality of Journalism Programs Questioned


At the AEJMC conference in San Antonio, panelists discussing the state of journalism education found “a decline in student interest in journalism,” and an  “increasing decline of journalism in communications programs, especially in large research universities,” says Gene Burd of the University of Texas, Austin.

My report of the panel discussion to retired journalism faculty members provoked this response from Guido H. Stempel, III, professor emeritus at Ohio University:


   It’s true that some journalism programs are headed heaven



knows where. At Ohio State, for example, they have 



given up accreditation and made it clear to anyone who



is paying attention that they really aren’t interested in 



undergraduate professional education. Their program 



is no longer competitive with ours. We are still a School of Journalism



--not Journalism and Mass Communication. 

    As an aside, I opposed changing the name of Journalism

            Quarterly so long that Len Lanfranco told people they would


            wait to change the name until I retired as editor.



   We have visiting professionals and faculty with significant



professional experience. We also have outstanding researchers.



   There are twice as many journalism programs as there were



a quarter of a century ago. Here in Ohio we have three accredited 



programs—Bowling Green, Kent and Ohio—and 15 others



including some of terribly inferior quality.



   Journalism education will be what faculty make it. That


has always been the case.  I remember as a senior in Indiana



going to a conference at Butler, and those of us from IU were 



astonished at what they called journalism education at Butler.



Prospective students need to choose carefully.  

Unique Proposal?
A Strategic Plan for a Journalism and Mass Comm Program


The University of Colorado, Boulder, hired a consultant to help develop what Dean Paul Voakes describes as “a concept that’s about as familiar to some faculty and students as the atmospheric components of Pluto.”  The plan is intended to guide the School in allocating its resources, hire faculty and devise new programs. It would also help in fund-raising, Voakes said.   

“Alumni and others will be more excited about supporting a School that can clearly show how distinct it is from the rest of the journalism schools and can show that it’s not about to rest on its laurels but instead has a set of interesting plans,” Voakes informed alumni.

With the help of the consultant, a faculty committee developed “three overarching themes”:

Innovation: Exploration of “new approaches, new technologies

      and different (though not necessarily new) values” that will allow the

      School to “assume a leadership role in the transformation of today’s 

       journalism and mass communication.”  


Empowerment through social responsibility: “By instilling in our 

students a sense of both the power and responsibility inherent in media        professions, we can better enable our society to realize its democratic    ideals.”  

Excellence: “In everything we do, we will not settle for ‘pretty

‘good.’  In particular, we will continue to develop nationally prominent

expertise in specialized areas.” 
           Just how groundbreaking are these “themes”?

Dumbing Down 
Textbook Publishers Want Simpler Texts
  
Textbook publishers consider today’s college freshman the equivalent of yesterday’s high school junior. To support their contention, publishers point to the numbers of freshmen in remedial English and mathematics classes.  



One consequence is pressure on textbook authors to simplify their work.  As one journalism textbook author told me, her publisher asked her to “reduce the reading material” and to make the book more “skimmable.”

If studies of student reading habits are accurate, the publishers have a point. Students prefer the short bursts of e-mail and the excitement of blogs to words on paper and will read long only when assigned by their instructors. 


What this portends for journalism is worrisome. Will tomorrow’s journalists avoid detailed reading of committee reports, budgets, proposed legislation, court opinions and settle for the flack’s summary?  
‘Hidden Epidemics’
 Sexually Transmitted Disease Data


The Centers for Disease Control (CDC) has issued data for 2004 that you might want to use as the basis of an assignment for your class.  The CDC recognizes the sensitive nature of the data:




STDs are hidden epidemics of enormous health and economic



consequences in the United States. They are hidden because many



Americans are reluctant to address sexual health issues in an open



way and because of the biologic and social characteristics of 



these diseases. … there are many obstacles to effective prevention



efforts. The first hurdle will be to confront the reluctance of American



society to openly confront issues surrounding sexuality and STDs.

The CDC lists numbers and rates for chlamydia (an increase of 5.9% over the 2003 rate), gonorrhea (lowest rate in history) and syphilis (an increase of 11.2% for men; a slight increase for women). The data are for all states and for more than 60 cities. You can obtain the 2004 report with details about your state and some of its cities through http://www.cdc.gov/std/stats/.

Here are some highlights from the report: (Rates are based on the number of cases per 100,000 population.)



Chlamydia

              States
         Highest Rates                       Lowest Rates
   Mississippi       654.7
New Hampshire   134.8

   Alaska              609.4
West Virginia
     152.3

   Louisiana
    485.7
Kentucky              157.1

   New Mexico     482.0           Maine                   161.8

   South Carolina  442.2          Utah                      164.0

                                     Cities

        Highest Rates                      Lowest Rates

Detroit                1,358.3
St. Paul, MN        197.1
St Louis              1,243.1
Miami                  210.7

Richmond
   1,194.5
Akron

     228.1

Rochester, NY    1,156.2
Tucson
                 247.4

Philadelphia        1,130.4
Louisville 
     261.8

                                    Gonorrhea            

                                        States

      Highest Rates                          Lowest Rates

Mississippi          248.6
Idaho

    7.5

Louisiana             234.4
Montana              9.6

South Carolina     221.1
New Hampshire 10.3

Alabama              182.3
Wyoming           11.8

Georgia
    181.7
Vermont
   13.9

                                       Cities
    Highest Rates             

Lowest Rates
St. Louis
      734.4
      El Paso
     40.9
Detroit                   722.3
      Tucson            49.5

Rochester
      637.5               St. Paul           50.0

Baltimore              626.4               San Jose, CA  61.8

Kansas City, MO  611.1
      Yonkers, NY  66.3




Syphilis




  States

    Highest Rates                                   Lowest Rates
Louisiana
      36.6
       North Dakota     0.0

New York
      23.3
       South Dakota     0.0

Texas                     19.0                  Montana            0.4

Georgia                  18.3                  Maine                0.5

Arizona                  17.5
       Vermont             0.5

                                    Cities

    Highest Rates                                     Lowest Rates

San Francisco       93.9
        Akron              1.8  
Atlanta
                 88.6
        Dayton             2.0

Newark, NJ          80.8
        Pittsburgh        2.2

Baltimore             77.0                    St. Paul            2.8
New Orleans        70.1                    Honolulu         3.1

An Alternative to Balanced Reporting 

‘Weight-of Evidence Reporting’


The Winter 2005 issue of Nieman Reports contains an extensive section on  the reporting of global warming in which several contributors contend that the journalistic guidelines of objectivity and balance have distorted the coverage by giving equal weight to those who deny  warming is caused by human behavior. In one of the articles, Sharon Dunwoody of the University of Wisconsin-Madison proposes an alternative guideline: “weight-of-evidence reporting.”


Dunwoody quotes from a media research project by Max and Jules Boykoff in which the authors contend that “the continuous juggling act journalists engage in often mitigates against meaningful, accurate and urgent coverage of the issue of global warming.”


Dunwoody says, “They are right. But they and others excoriate long-standing behaviors of journalists that arose to help reporters manage some pretty intractable problems.  At this juncture, I urge a modicum of respect for those norms--objectivity and balance—but I am also willing to critique their employment in coverage of controversial science issues.  And in light of those criticisms, I would propose an alternative—weight-of-evidence reporting.”


She asks, “Why can’t journalists be responsible for reporting what is true?”  She responds that most journalists “have neither the background nor the time to develop enough expertise about a particular topic or issue to make validity judgments possible.”
Even science journalists cannot master all the subjects they must cover. To help journalists communicate “a sense of where ‘truth’ might lie,” Dunwoody says they should determine “where the bulk of evidence and expert thought lies on the truth continuum and then communicate that to audiences.”

“The right way and the wrong way.”

Tribute to a Reporter

Colleagues at The New York Times eulogized David Rosenbaum, murdered three weeks ago during an evening stroll in Washington, DC.:


“As his pal Robin Toner put it, David thought that behind every arcane tax provision and appropriations bill ‘there were real people, getting something or having something taken away by their government.’ You had to keep digging and arguing to find the truth in the fog.”—Maureen Dowd


“David spent three decades covering Washington but never became a cynic, never lost faith that public servants could do good.  ‘I like paying taxes,’ he used to say. He was a wonk’s wonk. If you had asked him whether city ambulance services were better than the private ambulance companies hired by suburban governments, he wouldn’t have answered until he’d filled a manila folder with studies and interview notes. …He knew that both parties proclaimed noble goals and stuffed ignoble fine print into the budgets and tax bills he dissected.  As Washington became polarized and politics was cast as a battle between virtue and evil, David remained a journalist trusted by both sides.”






--John Tierney


David was one of my students at the Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia University.  I remember his scrupulous attention to detail, his unswerving dedication to becoming what Joe Liebling said is essential for democracy, “a careful reporter.” 


Unveiling Wikipedia

For ‘Trolls and Fools,’ the ‘Outdoor Bazaar’

In the aftermath of the false and scurrilous biography of former Tennessean editor John Seigenthaler--in which he was named as a suspect in the assassination of John F. Kennedy-- it turned out that the staff of Wikipedia, the world’s biggest encyclopedia, consists of one full-time editor, Jimmy Wales, and a paid helper. The material is input by “thousands of volunteers,” Wales says. 

Any and all material submitted to Wikipedia automatically goes online.  Errors are supposed to be scrubbed by “volunteers.”  A volunteer did edit the Seigenthaler bio; he/she corrected the misspelling of the word early.  “For four months, Wikipedia depicted me as the suspected assassin before Wales erased it from his website’s history Oct. 5,” Seigenthaler says. One Wikipedia user was not happy with Siegenthaler’s angry reaction. “Why didn’t he just press the Edit button, for god’s sake,” an angry volunteer wrote
Wikipedia has many defenders among its 17,000 regular contributors.  They see it as conversation, that “history is up for grabs,” according to Rachel Aviv in her piece “Mondo Wikipedia” in the Jan. 11-17 issue of The Village Voice. The idea is that over time the pieces will be righted. 
The site is the 19th most visited in the world. Aviv quotes one of the site’s contributors, Daniel Mayer, with more than 40,000 edits: “It’s not like the Victorian model of education: one person dictating at the head of the classroom. There’s no hierarchy. There’s no teacher.”


Robert McHenry, the former editor in chief of the Encyclopaedia Britannica,

Told Aviv, “If this were a private enterprise like a multiplayer game, that’d be fine. “It’s like,’ Let’s play the encyclopedia game, kids.’  But to take the product of the game and call it an encyclopedia --that’s where the deception comes in.  The project is anti-educational, anti-science, and anti-everything that I think is a value.”

Worth Noting



Why Everyone Should Read the Newspaper

In 2001, a major gallery in London put on exhibit a work by Damien Hirst who had gained major media attention with his encased shark floating in embalming fluid and similar modern assemblages.   The 2001 artwork consisted of empty beer bottles, crumpled candy wrappers, stained coffee cups and other discards. The gallery put a six-figure price on the assemblage. Sometime during the evening a cleaning man gathered up the works, put it in the trash and tossed it out. 



Anonymous Sources Defended

“Name a scandal—Watergate, insider trading, Enron, political corruption, Abu Ghraib. How many of these would have seen the light of day without anonymous sources? Very few. We protect the public’s right to know when we protect sources who want the information out in the public arena, but don’t want to lose their livelihoods. Yet if those sources believe journalists will not protect their confidentiality, we all lose.”




                                   --Ken Auletta

 A New Definition of News
 The most enduring definition of news probably is that offered by Stanley Walker, the city editor of The New York Herald Tribune many years ago. Walker said news is based on the three W’s--women, wampum and wrongdoing. Given the rancorous debates over intelligent design-evolution, red-blue-state differences, abortion-pro-life strife, Iraq, tax cuts, the deficit… the elements that mystery writer P.D.James says attract readers may be more pertinent:  love, lust, lucre and  loathing.


News Balance Misleading?

A new book, The Republican War on Science by Chris Mooney, contends that reporters covering scientific debates attempt to balance their reporting by giving equal weight to fringe or unscientific views.  Mooney cites a study of science stories from 1988 to 2002 in The New York Times and three other major dailies that found half the stories gave “roughly equal attention” to both sides in the global warming debate even though most scientists had by 1995 concluded that human-induced global warming is highly probable
Kristof (New York Times) vs. O’Reilly (Fox News Channel)

During the weeks preceding Christmas, Fox News waged a crusade against the “War on Christmas,” 58 segments in one five-day period, in which the network called on its viewers to say “Merry Christmas” instead of “Happy Holidays.” Bill O’Reilly said, “I am not going to let oppressive, totalitarian, anti-Christian forces in this country diminish and denigrate the holiday. …  There is no reason on this earth that all of us cannot celebrate a public holiday devoted to generosity, peace, and love together. …And anyone who tries to stop us from doing it is gonna face me.”

Nicholas D.Kristof, a columnist for The New York Times, wrote that “a better way to honor the season might be to stand up to genocide in Darfur.” O’Reilly responded by denouncing Kristof as a “left-wing ideologue,” and later in his show referred to print journalists as “a bunch of vicious S.O.B’s.” 


Kristof, who has exposed the sex slave trade in southeast Asia and shown the horrors of genocide in Darfur by on-the-scene reporting, suggested that “Mr. O’Reilly and other money-changers in the temple will donate the funds they raise exploiting Christmas—covering the nonexistent ‘War on Christmas’—to feed the hungry and house the homeless.”  Kristof addressed O’Reilly:



If you really want to defend traditional values, then come 


 with me on a trip to Darfur. I’ll introduce you to mothers who have had


 their babies clubbed to death in front of them, to teenage girls  who


 have been gang-raped and then mutilated—and to the government


armed thugs who do these things.



You’ll have to leave your studio, Bill.  You’ll encounter pure


evil. If you’re like me, you’ll be scared.  If you try to bully some of 

the goons in Darfur, they’ll just hack your head off. …



So, Bill, what’ll it be? Will you dare travel to a 


real war against Christmas values, in which the victims


aren’t offended shoppers but terrified children


thrown on bonfires? I’m waiting to hear.


Kristof is a shoe-leather journalist. O’Reilly is an armchair pontificator. You might want to discuss the differences with your students. 




 The Chief Justice on the Press


When he was a White House lawyer in the Reagan administration, John G. Roberts Jr. wrote a 30-page critique of the epochal libel case New York Times v. Sullivan in which Robert said:




Any assumption that media coverage of 

               
government institutions and public officials

                        is the centerpiece of effective democracy is misplaced.

Roberts wrote that the decision was “profoundly flawed.” Anthony Lewis, the former Times columnist who wrote a book about the case, said Roberts’ critique was informed by a deep hostility to the press.




The Fragility of Truth in the Martketplace

In the aftermath of the publication of a best-selling book (A Million Little Pieces by James Frey) published as a memoir that turned out to have many fabricated sections, the book critic for The New York Times, Michiko Kakutani, wrote:


Cable news is now peopled with commentators

     who serve up opinion and interpretation instead of news,

     just as the Internet is awash in bloggers who trade in 

     gossip and speculation instead of fact.  For many of these

     people, it’s not about being accurate or fair. It’s about

    being entertaining, snarky or provocative—something that’s

    decidedly easier to do that old-fashioned investigative 

    reporting or hard-nosed research. …


The Bush White House has used similar arguments

    to discredit the press and its watchdog role, suggesting that 

    there is no such thing as truly independent reporting or

    even a set of mutually agreed upon facts, that there are no

    distinctions between willfully partisan hacks and reporters

    who strive to deliver the best obtainable truth. … 





Shrouding Reality
The practice in Journalism Educator of using the euphemism “passed away” for “died” in its obituaries has support in the media.  A Wisconsin newspaper led its obit column with the story about a resident who “passed away unexpectedly in a motorcycle accident.”




Market Morals
China is a booming market for business, and one of the most profitable fields is the Chinese passion for the Internet.  But Microsoft, Yahoo and Google—active in China—have had to agree to allow government censorship on the Web. Foreign news sites are blocked as are some keywords such as corruption, democracy, Taiwanese independence. William Falk, editor of The Week magazine, reports that Yahoo helped  Chinese authorities track a political dissident who used a Yahoo account to send a message with forbidden ideas. The man was sentenced to ten years in prison.




A Tribute to the Press


“A free society is not a calm and eventless place; that

is the kind of static, dead society dictators try to create. Free

societies are dynamic, noisy, turbulent and full of radical

disagreements. … it is the disrespect of journalists for

power, for orthodoxies, for party lines, for ideologies,

for vanity, for arrogance, for pretension, for corruption,

for stupidity, perhaps even for editors, that I would like

to celebrate this morning, and that I urge you all, in

the name of freedom, to preserve.”




--Salmon Rushdie (1996 address toASNE)




Getting Even

Students at just about every college in the U.S. and Canada have been commenting on their professors on ratemyprofessors.com.  Now, it’s turnabout time. A parody site--rateyourstudents.blogspot.com--was started recently by a faculty member.  Students are not named.  Contributors use initials or vague descriptions.

                                    Assignments




What’s Wrong?

Richard Whitmire, an editorial writer for USA Today, writes in the Jan. 23 New Republic:



…one of the best-kept secrets in college admissions today: the

                 affirmative action campaign to recruit men. Most admissions directors


     sift through stacks of applications from men and women and can only

                 sigh at the contrast. The average male applicant has far lower grades,

                 writes a sloppy essay, and sports few impressive extracurriculars.

                 Those admissions directors face a choice: Either admit less-qualified 

                 men or see the campus gender balance slip below 40 percent male, a      
                 point at which female applicants begin to look elsewhere.


Interview admission officers and faculty members about the consequences on your campus of what Whitmire says is the “plunges” in the academic performance of boys. 
                           

 Biology or Religion?


Public opinion polls consistently show that the majority of Americans believe--along with President Bush-- that intelligent design and evolution should be taught in public schools. Survey different groups to determine their feelings on the subject: faculty, students, community residents. Should I.D. be taught in science classes or in religion classes in high school, in college? You might ask your students if they are aware of the decision by a federal district court overturning the Dover, Pa., school board’s endorsement of intelligent design. In their survey,  students might ask their fellow students whether they have heard of the Dover, Pa., court decision.

Campus Gamblers

 Internet gambling is a billion-dollar business, and among the millions who bet are thousands of college students who use their computers to play poker, blackjack and roulette as well as to bet on sporting events. What’s the situation on your campus? How popular is online gambling? How successful are the gamblers?  
Birthrates Among Educated Women

Among 40-year-old college-educated women, 27 percent have not had a child, and many never will, according to a Harvard study. The average number of children born to this group of  women by the time they reach 40 is 1.6.  The figure is 2.6 for high school dropouts and 2.0 for high school graduates with no college. David Elwood Black, professor of political economy and dean of the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard, says the consequence of low birthrates among educated women is twofold: an imminent shortage of well-educated workers and a heightening of social problems.


College-educated women find their wages “level off sharply after childbirth, causing them to lose 15 to 20 percent in income during their subsequent 10 years,” the study found. There is little, if any, effect on fathers’ wages, Ellwood said.


Interview women on the campus.  What are students’ plans for careers and for motherhood?  How have the decisions of women faculty members about a family affected their incomes and careers?





Cancer Vaccine Opposed


Scientists recently developed a vaccine against human papillomavirus, a sexually transmitted disease that is the primary cause of cervical cancer, which kills 3,700 women a year in the U.S. The vaccine was given to 6,000 women in a multinational trial and produced 100 percent immunity. Health officials say that when the vaccine is licensed it should be administered to all girls at age 12. But a conservative religious group, the Family Research Council opposes vaccination on the ground that it would make young women less willing to abstain from premarital sex. 


What do students and faculty members think of this clash: science versus moral precepts?




Minimum Wage


The federal minimum wage is $5.15 an hour, which figures to around $11,000 a year, far below the poverty level for a family.  The New York Times reports that “efforts in Congress to increase the amount have been stymied largely by Republican lawmakers and business groups who argued that a higher minimum wage would drive away jobs.” Two states, Ohio and Kansas, have a minimum wage law below the federal level.

  Opinion polls show wide public support for an increase in the federal minimum wage, and the chairman of Wal-Mart said that a worker earning the minimum wage could not afford to shop at his stores.  Seventeen states and the District of Columbia have enacted minimum wage laws higher than the federal law. A number of states are considering raising the state minimum wage. 

   What is the situation in your state? 

  


 Politics and Religion

Joseph Loconte of the Heritage Foundation says that political discourse does not need to have recourse to religion. Loconte faults the Democrats for following the religious right in “a partisan campaign to enlist the sacred.”  Loconte’s complaint appeared on the op-ed page of The New York Times. He said:

“When people of faith join political debates, they must welcome those democratic virtues that promote the common good: prudence, reason, compromise—and a realization that politics can’t usher in the kingdom of heaven.”


What do faculty and students think of the role of religion in politics?
Note:  Because of a posting failure, Updates XVIII, XIX and XX were not available through www.mhhe.com/mencher10. You can access these now.




