Update XXII

Innumerate Journalists

What Are They Doing on News Staffs?

            During a lecture on numbers in the news, I stood mystified as a student rose, turned her chair around and sat back to the blackboard. “I came here to learn to write, not to do math,” she informed me.

Unfortunately for my less-than-rapt student, the world of journalism is increasingly quantitative. The journalist who cannot handle numbers may disseminate inadequate or misleading information.  Witness the following:


 

Infant Mortality Data


*The annual reports of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention provide useful data for stories, and some of the most meaningful 

figures are those for infant mortality, which has been defined as a measure of a community’s or nation’s civilization.  It’s well known that the U.S. infant mortality rate is higher than 41 countries, and this would, one would think, lead journalists to examine the material with some care. 

Instead, the media reported the latest figure as 7. Again the useless average.  A well-taught journalist looks deeper and finds: black rate, 13.5; white rate, 5.7.  That’s a ratio of 2.39 to l. Looking further, the properly trained journalist would find that 25 years ago the ratio was 2.04 to l.

While the numbers have declined the black to white ratio has increased.  A story?  The numerate reporter would look further at the CDC report and find the 

figures for her state. The search turns up ratios of 3 and almost 4 to l, black to white, in several states.




Numbers and Rates

*Numbers and rates are used interchangeably by the innumerate.  The New York Times, a carefully edited newspaper, reports that the number of homicides in Chicago dropped from “598 in 2003 to 447 last year.”  So far so good.  

“It has been nearly four decades since Chicago’s annual murder rate dropped below 500,” the newspaper reported. (My italics)  Note that rate replaces the word number. 

 The number of homicides in Chicago put it third, behind New York City, 566 and Los Angeles, 511, the Times reports.  True, but misleading. As the numerate know, the rate is more significant than the number as the rate considers population.  Chicago’s murder rate is three times that of New York’s.




The President’s Tax Cut

*. “ Ninety-two million Americans will keep this year an average of  $1,083 of their own money,” President Bush said in support of his tax legislation, and the figure was dutifully reported.  Only John King of CNN demurred. He cautioned viewers about the use of “average.” It was left to economists to point out that this average was the usually useless mean rather than the more meaningful median, which meant about a $200 refund.  Taxpayers at the high end--l percent of those filing--would save around $24,000.

 Undaunted, Senate Majority Leader Bill Frist went on Fox Sunday News to proclaim, “When you say that there are 92 million people who are going to be handed a check for $1,000 is that a tax cut for the rich?”  


The New Yorker did what journalists are supposed to do with figures--put them in familiar terms.  The magazine said the thousand dollar figure “is true, but only in the sense that it is also true that if Bill Gates happened to drop by a homeless shelter where a couple of nuns were serving soup to sixty down-and-outers dressed in rags, the average person in the room would have a net worth of a billion dollars.”




A Grim Future in the Newsroom






Not to worry, say some instructors: The grade and high schools are now conscious of the problem and we will soon have numerate students.

Hardly.The figures indicate that the longer students spend in school the less numerate they become. NAEP tests show that whereas 23 percent of fourth graders scored below basic, 32 percent of eighth graders were in this category. 

Moving on: A third of 13-year-olds could not correctly multiply 671 by 402; fewer than half of all high school students could figure the area of a square given the length of one side; and in a national test, half the 17-year-olds did not know that 87 percent is less than 10. 



Math Instruction Nowadays

Ingrid Eisenstadter of Barrons  wrote of math instruction:



Teaching Math in 1950: A logger sells a truckload of lumber for

                  $100.  His cost of production is four-fifths the price. Assignment: What is


       his profit?

Teaching Math in 2000: A logger sells a truckload of lumber for $1,000.

Her cost of production is $800 and her profit is $200.  Assignment: Underline  the number 200
End of an Era
No More Telegrams


 Western Union no longer is in the telegram business.  It will send money, but not messages. For those with long memories--or access to footnotes in journalism history—the death of the telegram is time for reminiscing about the days when brief messages by wire were the basis of long stories.

Sports: Local stations covered baseball and other sports events with wired reports

and imaginative sports announcers. The wire service telegram would read, “Ball one,” and the announcer would say, “Dizzy steps off the mound, pauses to look at the runner on first base, and delivers a high fastball, just missing.”  Another message: “Fly ball to right.”  The announcer would extemporize, “Ott steps out of the batter’s box, massages his bat and steps back in. Dizzy glares at Mighty Mel, pounds his mitt and delivers.”  The

announcer would then take his pencil and swat the microphone. “Look out. It’s a long drive to right.  But not long enough. Two out.”

Sometimes the use of wire service language would befuddle the  newsroom, leading to this classic headline in a Colorado newspaper about the winner of the Indianapolis 500 auto race, 


  OVERHEAD WINS INDIANAPOLIS RACE


The newspaper had asked the Associated Press to telegram the winner because the paper’s wire service shut down before the end of the race.  The telegram read:


Will overhead winner of Indianapolis 500.


In wire service lingo overhead meant material would be sent by telegram. The AP was acknowledging the paper’s request. The paper ran this lead:


  Indianapolis, Ind, May 3—AP  Will Overhead won the

 

Indianapolis Memorial Day race today.  At the two 



hundred fifty mile post Babe Stapp was lesading the string



of racing cars, but gave way to Overhead on then last half 



of the 500 mile grind.

And What About Literacy?

College Graduates’ Proficiency Sinks

At the college level, the average college graduate’s literacy declined significantly over the past decade. The National Assessment of Adult Literacy--the “nation’s most important test of how well adult Americans can read,” according to The New York Times --found in 2003 that 31 percent of college graduates scored at the proficient level,  which meant that they could read long, complex English texts and draw inferences from them.  The 1992 score was 40 percent.  The director of the institute within the Department of Education that administered the test attributed the drop to a rising number of young Americans in recent years who spend their free time watching television and surfing the Internet.

What Do They Know?
Technical Knowledge: + ; Command of Subject Matter: -

Reports from the classroom:

*A colleague says that he was lecturing on events in the news and  mentioned the decision in Roe v. Wade in connection with 

            the president’s Supreme Court nominees. Noticing blank looks, he 

            realized most of the students had no idea what he was referring to.

*“Two weeks ago I listed Charles Darwin on a current events

quiz in a seminar class,” another colleague writes. “Students must ID the person and tell why he/she is in the news or related to something in the news.  Only 

two of the ten identified Darwin. Both said he had something to do with

‘survival of the fittest.’  Nobody mentioned the theory of evolution.” 

                          
 A  Names Quiz

 How about asking your students to identify the following: 


Samuel A. Alito Jr.     Howard Stern

Mos Def
 


Dick Cheney

King Kong

Michael Jordan


John McCain
            George Clooney
Paris Hilton


Rosa Parks

Mick Jagger

Roger Clemens


You might want to add some names from journalism:
                        Joseph Pulitzer

Ernie Pyle
          

William Randolph Hearst
Joseph Liebling



Lincoln Steffens

Bob Woodward

A New Course at Berkeley
How to Cover—and Not Cover--Economic News

An economics professor and a journalism professor at the University of California-Berkeley are teaching a course that is the result of the economics professor’s “being gradually driven insane by stories in major newspapers and other outlets.” As reported in niemanwatchdog.org, Brad DeLong lent his economics expertise to journalism professor Susan Rasky in their course “Covering the Economy.”

Niemanwatchdog quotes one of DeLong;’s “horror stories, a Nov. 4, 2005, piece in The New York Times  headed “Senate Passes Budget with Benefit Cuts and Oil Drilling.” It’s the budget cuts part that infuriates DeLong.

 The first paragraph of the story: 

The Senate on Thursday narrowly approved a sweeping five-year plan to trim a variety of federal benefit programs and to allow drilling for oil and natural gas in a wilderness area of Alaska, increasing the chances that the energy industry and Alaska officials will achieve a long-sought goal. The budget bill, the most ambitious effort to curb federal spending in eight years, was approved by a vote of 52 to 47. Five Republicans opposed the measure; two Democrats voted for it. Senator Judd Gregg, Republican of New Hampshire, the chairman of the Senate Budget Committee, said, "This bill is a reflection of the Republican Congress's commitment to pursue a path of fiscal responsibility." It will, Mr. Gregg said, reduce the deficit and save roughly $35 billion over the next five years...”

DeLong explains why it’s a horror:

The Federal government currently spends money at the rate of $2.6 trillion a year. Total incomes in the entire American economy are about $12 trillion a year. Saving $35 billion over five years means that you are saving $7 billion a year--0.3% of federal spending; 0.06% of GDP. Out of a federal budget that spends $9,000 per person per year, Judd Gregg is saving $27 a year.

       A lead like that infuriates DeLong. He says that phrases like sweeping, ambitious, commitment and fiscal responsibility  ‘’simply have no place here--especially since [the author] does not give his readers any of the numbers needed as reference points to assess the magnitude of the Senate's action.”                               : 

DeLong argues that there were three responsible ways to report this story: By writing  that Judd Gregg had labored mightily and brought forth a mouse; by noting that the Republicans were so eager to be associated with “deficit reduction” that they were only announcing the spending side of their budget proposal and “ delaying the announcement of the tax side (which, it turned out, would more than offset their spending cuts); or by writing about the institutional factors that make it so hard to cut the budget these days.”
Again the Exception
What’s the Matter with Kansas?

In a news story about the states that are considering an increase in their minimum wage, Kansas is cited as one of only two states whose minimum wage is less than the skimpy federal $5.15/hour (see below Assignments, Minimum Wage). I was reminded of my experience as the adviser to The University Daily Kansan years ago after I had migrated from the newsroom to the KU classroom.

 I was leafing through the monthly magazine of the American Association of University Professors and came upon an item about the TIAA-CREF retirement system. KU, the piece stated, was the only university in its conference which did not afford its faculty access to TIAA-CREF. I checked and found that KU retirees were entitled to a state retirement plan that put them in the near-poverty class.


I asked the Kansan students in the weekly news conference whether this deserved a story. They thought that it merited more than a news item. They decided on a campaign to have KU join TIAA-CREF.  Each student was assigned to interview a well-known retired professor about how he or she managed to get by. The stories made for sad reading. 
The editorial page urged immediate state action. The Daily Kansan made its way to members of the state legislature, many of whom were KU graduates who fondly recalled their professors who were now living in dire circumstances.   Within a few weeks, the legislature passed legislation enabling KU to join TIAA-CREF, which the university did. 

Is Fairness Always Fair?
Deeper Digging Called for 


One of journalism’s honored commandments is an adherence to fairness.  In reaction to a press that colored its news with barely disguised partisanship, journalists were called on to straddle the middle, not to take sides, to give equal time to all claimants to the truth. Journalism was reacting to the slanting of the news by publishers such as William Randolph Hearst and Col. Robert R. McCormick. Among Hearst’s many directives to his editors--one insisted that Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal be called the Raw Deal—were personal whims such as the news blackout for the movie siren Mae West who was a rival of Hearst’s mistress, the actress Marion Davies.  McCormick’s hatred of all things British kept any news favorable to Britain out of the Chicago Tribune.



Balancing Global Warming

Increasingly, people are wondering whether fairness puts the public any closer to the truth than did the old style journalism.  By balancing pro and con on all issues, the public is left with the impression that many public issues are up for grabs. The most recent reexamination of fairness was the result of attacks on those who contend that global warming is human-induced. The media balance these contentions with the assertions of those who say that climate change is a natural phenomenon.  To some this is reminiscent of the period when the Tobacco Institute opposed medical findings linking lung cancer to cigarette smoking and the media gave the Institute equal play.



Political Attacks 

Politics is such a contentious area that journalists tread carefully in handling charges, assertions, retorts and rebuttals. Not wanting to seem to favor one candidate or one party, editors instruct their reporters to go down the middle, to give charge and rebuttal equal time and space. When Rep. John P. Murtha, a veteran of the Vietnam War, suggested the U.S. withdraw its troops from Iraq, supporters of the war questioned his two Purple Hearts.  This reminded political observers of the Swift Boat Veterans attacks on John Kerry’s Purple Heart. The victims of political attack have included Vietnam veterans Sen. John McCain and senatorial candidate Max Cleland of Georgia. The accusers were given considerable coverage, despite the questionable nature of their attacks, 

Letter writers to  The New York Times wonder whether the media’s fairness guideline needs amending. “The remedy is for journalists to take a stronger stand on the veracity of such claims in political campaigns,” one letter writer suggested.  


You might want to discuss with your class how reporters can manage to be fair but resist the special pleaders and interest groups. 


.



Assignments



Coaches’ Salaries


The basketball coach at the Univesity of Connecticut, Jim Calhoun, is the highest paid ($1.5 million) public employee in the state. This isn’t unusual. Basketball and football coaches at public universities and colleges are usually paid significantly more than the governor and other state employees.

What are the salaries of coaches at your school, and how do they compare with the salaries of public officials? (The salaries are public record.)




Breakthroughs


Scientists are said to make their big discoveries when young and contribute relatively little as they age. On the other hand, artists, composers, poets, writers get better with age. 

 Interview faculty members in the sciences and the humanities: 1) Is this true? 2) Why?
      Worth Quoting
Journalists and their Work

A.


“Technology is a great friend of journalism. We can go live from anywhere in the world. …But journalism is about sifting information, finding different voices, offering context. It is not just a bird’s-eye view. Live television or Webcasts—or blogs—can be like fireworks, dazzling, awesome, but soon the sky is dark again.”




--Ken Auletta

           B.
“In the glory days, reporters could whittle away for five, six, seven hours at an event, parse it out, look for the contradictions and try to present an accurate, compelling account that would be published the next day. 


“The electronic world has now seized the turf of news immediacy. …


“Unfortunately, if you drop in for just a few minutes of coverage in the electronic world, there is a good chance that what you hear or see or read will not be very well developed.  It’s just there, as quickly as it can be there. …


“…as almost everyone in the investment world holds their noses when they say ‘newspapers,’ it is still essential to have one medium that recognizes the value of reporting, editing, taking some time to inform people. …


“The assumption that newspapers are ‘dying’ is just crazy.


“In the first place they are the staging areas for the people who actually collect all the news.  Most of the media, including the legion of bloggers, feed on what newspapers present.  They love reacting to it, but they would be clueless, in many cases, if they had to report and present it.”






--Charles M. Madigan, Chicago Tribune

                              Worth Noting…and Checking




Color Chart






A.

In the belief that pink has a taming effect, the football coach at the University of Iowa had the locker room of the visiting teams had the room painted in that color in 1982. Despite protests--a law professor said the coloring implied the visitors were “weak like a girl”—the room remains pink. Scholars, reports The New York Times, “ascribe calming qualities to the color.”  Drunk tanks and jail cells are often colored pink.






B.

A designer says that the best background for learning in a neutral shade like beige or white as they allow students to concentrate on their work instead of the walls. Blue is sleep-inducing and red, orange and yellow too stimulating.


Is the color scheme of your study halls based on scientific findings?




Borrowing their Way Through College


Two-thirds of undergraduates graduate with debt; the average student debt is $19,200.  As college costs soar, these figures will increase, say administrators. Students turn to federal and private loan sources. Most private loan sources charge higher interest rates than federal sources. The lowest rate, 5 percent for Perkins loans, is for students with exceptional need and is set at $20,000 for the borrower’s college career.  Other federal loans are known as Stafford and Plus. 


 What percentage of students on your campus take out loans, and what is the average debt of graduating students?




Miss America Majors in…Communications

The New York Times reports the college majors of Miss America’s contestants:



“…the contestants for the august title and its 


   $30,000scholarship overwhelmingly  favored majors 

               oriented toward the hazily defined concept of

               communication. including speech communications and 

   entertainment communications and just plain
               communications.

                           “Miss Georgia, moreover, has a degree in 

               consumer journalism…while Miss New Jersey focuses

               on something she called ‘journalism and sports management.’”


                               Class Discussion



Should the Reporter Intercede?

A bill introduced in the Utah senate would require that science teachers offer a disclaimer when discussing evolution.  The disclaimer would state that not all scientists agree on the evolution of life. The New York Times quoted the sponsor of the bill as saying, “I got tired of people calling me and saying, ‘Why is my kid coming home from high school and saying his biology teacher told him he evolved from a chimpanzee?’”


Then the Times reporter wrote this paragraph:



Evolutionary theory does not say that humans evolved


  from chimpanzees or from any existing species, but rather

               that common ancestors gave rise to mutiple species and that 

  natural selection –in which the creatures best  adapted to


  an environment pass their genes to the next generation—


  was the means by which divergence occurred over time.


  All modern biology is based on the theory, and within the

               scientific community, at least, there is no controversy about it.


You might distribute this paragraph or place it on the screen so that students see it in full.  Then ask if this was appropriate, whether it was the obligation of the journalist to intercede.  I’d be interested in what your students think.
                              Making  Numbers Meaningful


The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention has issued a report that includes

death rates by cause that could provide you with an interesting class discussion.  Here are some figures from the report.  Show them to the class and  ask them to hypothesize about these figures.  That is, ask them for some ideas that could lead them to ask specific questions that would result in an insightful story.


                             Suicide

           Highest Rates


     Lowest Rates

Wyoming       21.1


District of Columbia   5.4

Arizona          20.5


New York                    6.4

Montana         20.2


Massachusetts              6.8

Nevada           19.5                              Connecticut                  7.5

New Mexico   l8.8


Rhode Island                8.0

      The national average is 11.0.  Rates are the number of suicides per 100,000 population in each state.

                                         Homicides by Firearms
            Highest Rates                                    Lowest Rates

District of Columbia   30.8

  Iowa                   1.0
Louisiana                     10.4                  Minnesota          1.1

Mississippi                     7.2                 Massachusetts     1.5
Maryland 

   6.7
             Connecticut         1.6

Alaska
                           6.5

  Nebraska            1.6

Arkansas                        6.5
              Oregon               1.8
            The national average is 4.1.

Note: Suicides have a distinctly regional and population aspect. Homicides …well, what does the class find?

         NOTE: Contributions to Update are welcome: mm55@columbia.edu.
