Update XVIII
He-said-She-said Reporting
Da-Da Journalism Impedes Truth Telling 

David Cay Johnston of The New York Times is assigned to cover taxes and related subjects.  He says he decided to cover the field because most of the reporting about it was bad. Reporters have little knowledge of the subject, Johnston found. 

“The first thing I learned was most of the reporters covering this, like most reporters covering most subjects, engaged in ‘he said’ journalism: ‘Da, da, da, he said.’  So what they ended up doing was accurately quoting people, whether they knew what they were writing about or not.”


Paul Krugman, a columnist for The Times, says the same type of coverage is given the hard sciences, the “most spectacular example” being “the campaign to discredit research on global warming.”  Krugman continues:


“Despite an overwhelming scientific consensus, many people have the impression that the issue is still unresolved.  This impression reflects the assiduous work of conservative think tanks, which produce and promote skeptical reports that look like peer-reviewed research, but aren’t. …


“There are several reasons why fake research is so effective.  One is that nonscientists sometimes find it hard to tell the difference between research and advocacy—if it’s got numbers and charts in it, doesn’t that make it science?


“Even when reporters do know the difference, the convention of he-said-she said journalism gets in the way of conveying that knowledge to readers.  I once joked that if President Bush said the Earth was flat, the headlines of news articles would read: ‘Opinions Differ on Shape of the Earth.’ “
Anthony Lewis on the Judith Miller-Matt Cooper Case
The Press’s Privilege for Confidential Sources

In the July 14 issue of The New York Review, Anthony Lewis reviews Speaking Freely: Trials of the First Amendment by Floyd Abrams, whom Lewis describes as “the country’s leading practitioner of First Amendment law.”  Lewis buys most of Abrams’ arguments for First Amendment protection for reporting.  But he differs on the matter of protection of confidential sources.

Here is what Lewis says about this:




  The issue of confidential sources cannot be resolved,




 I fear, in a way that satisfies both journalism and the law.




 There is no doubt that journalists must sometimes rely on



             confidential  sources.  The press has overdone

 the use of unnamed sources, and that can endanger its credibility




 --as the recent flap over Newsweek’s Koran item illustrated.

 But on profound matters reporters may properly invoke



            confidential sources, for if they were not to do so




official wrongdoing would never be uncovered: Watergate 




provides a persuasive example. And if a reporter promises




confidentiality, he or she must keep the promise. But it does 



not follow that the law must always back off from an attempt




to discover the sources. …





Reputations can easily be ruined by false reports




in the press.  Do we really want the authors of defamatory 




articles to be able to hide behind alleged anonymous 




source?.  And the argument that journalists should be




given a privilege against having to testify, whether by 




judicial decision or a new federal shield law, courts 




another danger.  It would risk adding to the already 




evident public feeling that the press thinks it is




entitled to special treatment.  The press does not need, 




now, to separate itself further from the public. Any




privilege that is won surely should be  qualified, not




absolutely, with judges balancing the interests as Judge




Tatel indicated, (Circuit Court Judge David Tatel in the Miller 




and Cooper appeals) and with his respectful care.

A Question for Students
The Journalist—What’s His/Her Purpose?


With the beginning of class you might want to ask your students just what the journalist is supposed to do?   Perhaps you can work into the discussion the underlying obligation that the press card carries with it: namely to bear witness to our times. 


I noticed that particular phrase in an article about Victor Klemperer, who kept a diary  during the Nazi era from 1933 to l945.  Klemperer, a Jew, was kept from Hitler’s gas ovens because his wife was Aryan. Klemperer hid his diaries in a Greek dictionary; their discovery would have meant his execution.  “One is murdered for lesser misdemeanors,” he wrote.  But he decided to write:  “I shall go on writing.  This is my heroism. I will bear witness, precise witness.”


That same phrase was used by another courageous writer, an Argentine journalist named  Rodolfo Walsh.  Walsh wrote about the murderous dictatorship that gripped his country during the 1970s and 1980s. He knew that he was signing his death warrant through his reporting of torture, concentration camps on military bases and death in “the most savage reign of terror Argentina has ever known.”   But he wrote that he had to speak out to be “faithful to the commitment I made a long time ago to be a witness in difficult times.”


The day after he wrote this, Walsh was abducted.  His body has never been found. 


I write about Walsh in the tenth edition of News Reporting and Writing, and I also describe the courageous journalism of two women, Mabel Norris Reese in Mount Dora, Fla., and  
Hazel Brannon Smith in  the Mississippi Delta country. Reese and Smith considered it their duty as journalists to expose racism in their communities, despite pressures to go along with the injustices around them.  Both paid a high price for their commitment to the morality of journalism. Reese wrote:



I was advised time and again by wiser heads than mine


  to watch out for the pitfalls of “taking a stand”—that to 


  mount a high platform of principle was  taking a downward

               plunge economically.  I refused to listen, and so I am

               badly bruised by all the plunges I have taken.

Classroom Basic

Race and Class Underlie Communal Life


A colleague calls to say that the New Orleans disaster should send shock waves into every journalism classroom. “Any instructor who does not find a lesson in the images on TV screens and on the front pages of newspapers is guilty of malfeasance in the classroom,” she said.   “You cannot teach journalism without reference to race and class, which many of us have ignored in our instruction”

  Jason DeParle writes in The New York Times: “What a shocked world saw exposed in New Orleans last week wasn’t just a broken levee.  It was a cleavage of race and class, at once familiar and startingly new, laid bare in a setting where they suddenly amounted to matters of life and death.”


In the Times, the columnist David Brooks wrote, “The first rule of the social fabric—that in times of crisis you protect the vulnerable—was trampled.  Leaving the poor in New Orleans was the moral equivalent of leaving the injured on the battlefield.”


The poor--mostly black and Latino—have always been victimized in our communities, whether by predatory merchants, exploitative employers and landlords or failing schools.  We rarely make journalism of their plight
Typos, misspellings, misfiring decisions
Travails of a Textbook Author

 A member of the Poynter Institute faculty has been campaigning against the cost of college textbooks and the adoption practices of academicians. I won’t go into his rationales; I am sure that many of you are familiar with them through his postings on the Poynter site.  Having just overseen the publication of the tenth edition of my reporting and writing textbook, a demurral might be in order here. Also, there may be some lessons for those of you thinking of writing a textbook.

1. The research and writing takes a lot of time.  NRW10 was two years in the making.  A new book will take at least two to three times longer.
2. Read everything the publisher does before it is committed to publication, from the typesetting to the publicity. In a previous edition, I failed to catch a typo that had a tough New York Daily News reporter covering an event in a “starched skirt” instead of a “starched shirt.” I did manage to spot a misspelling in a brochure: “Mencher also covers the essentials of punctuation, spelling and grammer….”  But I caught it after 1,500 brochures had been printed.  I insisted on junking the run.  “No one will notice,” my editor at the time countered. “No one will notice?” I sputtered. “These are the very people who will notice.”  Only the threat that I would seek a preliminary injunction against distribution of the brochures resulted in their being pulped.  
Also: 
A.The tenth edition has a fire simulation exercise that John Pavlik and I designed for Columbia University that is available to students who

use my textbook. The preface says the instructions for accessing the simulation are inside the back cover.  No, they are inside the front cover.

B.The accompanying Instructor’s Manual for the Workbook is available online, a publisher’s note advises. True. But McGraw Hill is also distributing it on a CD that is available to all instructors who use the textbook.

C.The labels on the  two CD’s that are wrapped with the textbook 


have been swapped.  That is, the label on “Brush Up” should be on the 

other CD, “NRW Plus,” and the label on “NRW Plus” should be on 

“Brush Up: A Quick Guide to Writing and Math Skills.”
3. Should your proposal or revision be sent to colleagues for appraisal, use your discretion in following their advice. An instructor said, “The chapter on writing is OK, but delete the quotation from Walt Whitman and leave in the material from Stephen King, whom my students know.  They’ve never heard of Whitman.”  Whitman stayed.  
 Another suggested I drop references to the Vietnam War for the tenth edition: “My students weren’t even born then.”  I declined.  I even retained some of Ernie Pyle’s coverage of World War II because, as Murray Kempton wrote, Pyle “most fully incarnated what a reporter ought to be.  Pyle went again and again wherever the worst extremes waited, the unconscripted man bound by conscience to the comradeship of the conscripted and enduring by free will what they were compelled to endure by necessity.”


           Craft vs. Content
 Several colleagues said NRW9 leaned too heavily toward reporting and to the background knowledge a reporter should take to the job. They asked for more about writing, especially, they said, convergence writing. I understood their concerns, but I am aware of a study APME made of journalism graduates on their first job. 
 Many of these young men and women said their journalism education did not prepare them adequately to cover the beats they were assigned to—police, education, local government….  Their training had prepared them to write an acceptable news story, they said, but they did not have the background to ask penetrating questions, to dig, to do the enterprise reporting their editors asked of them.  They were, in effect, practicing da-da journalism.
 I believe you can teach the writing craft through instruction in  content.  Apparently, this concept is not persuasive, and I’ve lost adoptions, which leads me to my final bit of advice.
4. Don’t put a down payment on the big house you think your royalties will pay for or buy that sports car you’ve always dreamed of taking out in the open country. On a pay/hour basis you’re better off investing your time delivering the morning newspaper. There are a slew of textbooks out there competing for a diminishing market. If you have the urge to write a textbook, try English comp, a field ripe for an innovative textbook. There are fifty times more students using English comp books than journalism textbooks. 

And:The best thought-out plans can backfire and cost you adoptions.
Example: Pressed by critics of the cost of textbooks, McGraw Hill decided to give away my Workbook by putting it online, free to all.  That could work out well, I thought, as it would allow interactivity.  I could, and did, put sample exercises and quizzes at the beginning of each chapter.  The student takes a shot at them and then sees the recommended story and the quiz answers. Given the time journalism instructors have to spend on the basics at the expense of college-level instruction, I thought this interactivity would be welcomed.   Hardly.
  Result: A major user of my textbook dropped News Reporting 
and Writing.  “I prefer a print workbook,” he told me.
Serious Christians
Religious Terminology

The emergence of the religious right as a potent political force has put such terms as born-again, evangelical, fundamentalists, Pentecostals and Charismatics in the news.  Harvey Cox, the Harvard theologian, says that though these descriptive terms sometimes overlap they represent distinct groups and tendencies.  The media, Cox says, ignore the differences and tend to lump these groups together.

All the terms “designate Christians who take their religion seriously but in different ways,” Cox says.  His definitions:

Born-again

This is the broadest category.  It includes the 39 percent of the American population who claim they have had a personal  experience of Christ.  Their political ideas span the spectrum, and Jimmy Carter is not the only born-again political liberal.
Evangelical

This term describes a theological position, one recognizing not only the need for such a personal experience with God but also the unique religious authority of Scripture and an obligation to share one’s faith with others.  Billy Graham is the paradigmatic evangelical.

Fundamentalists

Though they share many of the evangelicals’ beliefs, fundamentalists also fiercely insist on the “verbal inerrancy” of the Bible, and this has led them into noisy conflicts over creation and evolution. William Jennings Bryan, who defended a literal reading of Genesis at the famous Scopes “monkey trial” in 1925 was a classic fundamentalist.

Pentecostals

By far the fastest-growing wing of Christianity, Pentecostals share most evangelical beliefs, but for them all theology is secondary. What is most important is an immediate encounter with the Holy Spirit in a style of worship that is exuberant and even ecstatic. Aimee Semple McPherson was the first Pentecostal preacher to achieve celebrity status in America.
Charismatics
The word’s root means “gift of grace.” These are people who practice a Pentecostal form of worship but remain in their own Catholic or Protestant church.

Briefs




Oops
  
 1. The newsletter of the College Media Advisers organization lists “recommended reading…to enlighten students (and advisers).”  Among the books  suggested are “In Cold Blood by Truman Capote…  The Right Stuff by Tom Wolfe … and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Tom Sawyer.” (Remember what Hemingway said?:  “All modern literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn.”)

2. A music commentator for the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation reported on his daily program that he had recently attended a series of concerts in the US in “the village of Topeka.”


3. The odds against Joseph Ratzinger being named Pope were 25 to l in a report in The Atlantic Monthly, the longest odds among a group of 15 cardinals. 




Euphemism…Again


Journalism Educator continues to have colleagues “pass away.” (A Dictionary of  Contemporary American Usage states: “To speak of passing away or passing on,  with an implication of a continuation of life elsewhere, is a vulgarity.”)  Aware of my fruitless campaign to have Journalism Educator reflect journalistic practice, a colleague sent me this note to prove that JE does indeed follow journalistic practice:
              The lead obit in Friday’s K-News (Kenosha News) reports that Samuel

         Lee Taylor “passed away unexpectedly in a motorcycle accident.”



Misleading Obit

A note  in The Academic Author about the death of  Mel Gabler of Tyler, Texas, describes him as a campaigner “against error-riddled textbooks for more than 40 years….Gabler, along with his wife Norma, had been taking on the publishing industry since l96l, when they found errors in one of their son’s textbooks.  In 1973, Gabler and his wife founded the nonprofit, Educational Research Analysts.  The organization has had a major influence on textbook adoptions in Texas.”

Major influence is an understatement.  The Gablers crusaded from a far-right position that condemned biology textbooks that mentioned Charles Darwin and evolution; they objected to the adoption of dictionaries for classroom use that included words they considered vulgar or obscene.  Because Texas is a major purchaser of textbooks, the Gablers’ hounding of publishers whose books deviated from their ideology had a devastating effect on textbook publishing. For many years, followers of the Gablers held a majority on the state textbook adoption authority.

The current issue of the newsletter prints a “Correction.”

Useful Quotations



Old-time City Editor

On hearing that his much-despised city editor, Charles E. Chapin, whom reporters considered a sadist, was ill, Irvin S. Cobb, looked up from his typewriter and said, “I trust it’s nothing trivial.”   Chapin was said to have fired 108 reporters.  A reporter covering a fire dictated a lead and asked Chapin what he should do next.  “Go pick the hottest place and jump into it,” Chapin advised him.




Reporting

“Our trade remains for me the story you cover, the bumps you take, the people you meet and the struggle to make sense of it all in the only way you can ever hope to make sense, which is by seeing, touching and smelling; all else is commentary.”




 ---Murray Kempton

 
 Valid Today?

“In covering actually existing American life, the media—weekly, daily hourly—break new ground in getting it wrong. The coverage is distorted by celebrity; by the reduction of news to gossip, which is the lowest form of news; by sensationalism, which is always turning away from society’s real condition; and by a political and social discourse that we—the press, the media, the politicians and the people—are turning into a sewer.”
--Carl Bernstein, 1992

            The Journalist’s Job

“The vitality of this republic and the health and future of our society depend on  how well and how courageously we do our jobs, fighting for the  free flow of news and information and exposing the truth.”



--Jack Marsh

Truth and Clever Writing


The Russian writer Leo Tolstoy wrote about what he considered the possibilities of conflict between stylish writing and truth telling:


     The aesthetic and the ethical are two arms of one lever; to the 

          extent to which one side becomes longer and heavier, the other side 

          becomes shorter and lighter. As soon as a man loses his moral sense,

          he becomes  particularly responsive to the aesthetic.


The Computer and Writing

“It increasingly makes the language a dead language instead of a live language. If a computer model starts to become the form of communication, then what you end up with is a language that is dying instead of one that gets richer and richer through use.”



--G. David Pollock, president, Birmingham-Southern College in 

                            The Chronicle of HigherEducation


The Natural

Elvis Presley on being asked about his knowledge of music: “I don’t know anything about music. In my line you don’t have to.”
Use the Senses
 “Generally speaking, if he can’t see it, hear it, feel it and smell it, he can’t write it.”
--William Burroughs


Reporting: Four Views

 “This clear and readable guide teaches how to write the news rather than just report it.”



--Advertisement for a reporting and writing textbook

“Reporting has become the weak link in American journalism right now. And it is, oddly enough, one of the least discussed.  But reporting is the heart of everything.”



--Tom Wolfe, novelist and former newspaperman

“It’s the hardest job in the world that doesn’t involve heavy lifting.”



--Pete Hamill

“Our trade remains for me the story you cover, the bumps you take, the people you meet and the struggle to make sense of it all in the only way you can ever hope to make sense, which is by seeing, touching and smelling; all else is commentary.”




 ---Murray Kempton



The Interviewer’s Art: Ask the Stupid Question


The reporter asked the playwright Noel Coward, “Have you anything to say to The Star?”   Coward replied, “Of course.  Twinkle.”
Class Discussion
                        Role Models


Ask students for the names of journalists they admire.  I wonder whether any of  these names surface:


                        Paul Y. Anderson  (Teapot Dome investigator)



Ida B. Wells (anti-lynching crusader) 


Elijah Lovejoy (abolitionist editor murdered by a mob)


Ida Tarbell, Lincoln Steffens  (muckrakers)

  
With journalism history no longer a requirement, you might want to supply some names of the outstanding journalists from our past and suggest students read about them. 

Assignments


                      
 
 Church Goers

The states of Washington and Oregon are the least churchgoing states in the country. Find out where your state stands and give an explanation for its status and for those at the top and the bottom of the list.



Birth Rates

A study ten years ago found that in a large section of the country—279 counties in six states—people had just about stopped having children.  Included are Wyoming and Montana, most of  North and South Dakota, three-fourths of Nebraska and more than half of Kansas. In the area, not even the Baby Boom was in evidence.  Births in the area declined 34 percent to 44 percent from 1965 to the late l970s. 


When an area’s population declines, schools close, the post office shuts its doors, local business are shuttered, churches cannot support pastors and hospitals close.  


What’s happening in your state? 




Fourth Graders

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) assesses the reading proficiency of students in the 4th, 8th and 12th grades on a regular basis. In 1994, NAEP found that 25 percent of fourth graders attained the Proficient level in reading and 40 percent were below the Basic level.


The NAEP breaks its findings down state-by-state.  In its 1994 report, NAEP found these states ranked highest in the percentage of students at or above the Basic and Proficient levels:


               Basic          Proficient
Maine

      73                  35

North Dakota
      70                  32

Wisconsin
      68                  30

Massachusetts       67

    33

Connecticut           66                  33

Iowa                      66                  29

Montana                66                  29


The following states were ranked lowest in the percentage of their fourth graders who rated as Below Basic:



Below Basic

Louisiana              62

California
     59

Mississippi           58

Georgia
     56

New Mexico        54


These fourth graders were in the 8th grade in 1998 and in the 12th grade in 2002. Check the NAEP scores of 8th and 12th graders in these states to see whether the standings changed.  Do the same comparison for your state and conduct interviews that explain your findings.



Pharmacists Who Say ‘No’

“There is now a growing movement of pharmacists who refuse to fill prescriptions to which they have moral or religious objections.  One such organization is Pharmacists for Life International, which claims to have 1,600 members.  Almost always the refused prescriptions are related to birth control.—Florence A. Ruderman, professor emerita of sociology at Brooklyn College, The New York Times, 9/1/05.


Make a check of local pharmacies to see whether any refuse to fill prescriptions for the morning-after pill or any other birth-control prescriptions.  Interview faculty members in pertinent departments (philosophy, medicine, pharmacy, sociology)  about the contention of the “Pharmacists for Life” that they are following the dictates of their conscience. 
Intelligent Design vs. Evolution
An article in the magazine Nature describes the close genome match between humans and chimpanzees, which USA Today reports, supports the Darwinian theory of 

evolution.  The New York Times science reporter Nicholas Wade said the new study “pinpoints the genetic differences that have arisen in the two species since they split from a common ancestor some six million years ago. 
  At the same time as biologists find evidence to support evolution the supporters of “intelligent design” are gathering strength in many states. A member of the Kansas Board of Education issued a letter calling evolution a “fairy tale” that indicates “anti-God contempt and arrogance.” Connie Morris’s letter to her constituents in western Kansas  attacked scientists who support evolution.  Evolution, she wrote, “is biologically, genetically, mathematically, chemically, metaphysically and etc. wildly and utterly impossible.”


In several states, textbooks that describe evolution are under attack. What’s the situation in your state?

                -0-


(Note: I welcome comments and contributions for the monthly issues of Update: mm55@columbia.edu.)
