         

Update XXXVII
Reading Readiness
What do Students Read?

An instructor who teaches a freshman college honors course tells me he asked his students to list the books they have read in the last two years. Most could recall only having read one or two books cover to cover outside required class readings. Of the mandatory and extracurricular books, Harry Potter figured in most of the lists and  J.D.Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye was a runner-up. 


Is the decline in reading responsible for the decline in literacy that has marked freshman classes?   Just what are local grade and high school students being asked to read?  You might make an assignment out of this.  High school students are said to average four hours a day on the computer and other software.  Does this affect time for book reading?



McGuffey’s Readers

For a comparison with required reading in the past, you might want to inform your students of the material in McGuffey’s Fifth Eclectic Reader, 1879 edition: poems by Tennyson and Longfellow; essays by Thoreau, Louisa M.Alcott and Thackeray; a soliloquy by Hamlet.  
 Or try this: Obtain a copy of a McGuffey’s Reader and without identifying it, read a few of the selections to your students.  Ask them to suggest the level of students assigned these readings. I did this with my graduate students and they said the readings were for high school senior or college freshman English classes.

 Between 1836 and 1922, more than120 million Readers were sold for use in elementary school classes.



A Journalism Reading Course


Many programs offer a literary journalism course.  Instructors say their students are excited by the readings.

 At the University of Connecticut, Wayne Worcester’s course, The Literature of Journalism, includes a wide range of readings whose authors include Frederick Douglas, Charles Dickens, Mark Twain, Jack London, Stephen Crane, Nelly Bly, Ernest Hemingway, Rachel Carson, Tom Wolfe, Alice Walker, John Hersey, Barbara Ehrenreich and Jimmy Breslin.

Each week, students read three or four pieces.  The aim, Worcester says, “is to develop a broad, deep and clear understanding of journalism’s rich narrative tradition, its remarkable vitality and its incalculable, historic importance in the struggle to understand each other and the tumultuous times in which we live.”

Worcester says he will gladly send his syllabus to those requesting it.  He can be reached at china317@comcast.net.  

Making Journalism out of Data
 Averages, Ratios and Human Interest

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) regularly issues reports that you can use in class for two purposes—1) to demonstrate the importance of math to journalists and 2) to show students how data can lead to good stories.

  One CDC report I  use concerns infant mortality. The infant mortality rate, it is widely presumed, reflect a nation’s civilization.  On that score, the United States does not fare well. It is well down on the list of countries that keep this data.  (An assignment: Find out just where the U.S. stands.)

                             Digging into the Average

The most recent CDC report gives the U.S. infant mortality rate as 6.86.  The rate is the number of deaths before the age of one for every 1,000 live births.  To get rid of the decimal, for every 100,000 infants born, we can say 686 died before reaching their first birthday.  But CDC uses the 6.86 figure and we’ll stay with it.  

But 6.86 is the average rate for the year, and we are careful about using averages because they often mask significant details.  The average here is for all children, and we know that data is often broken down by gender, age, race and so on.  

The CDC breaks down much of its data by race, which is relevant here:



White

Black
                          5.66                 13.79
            There’s a story.  At a glance, we can see that the black infant mortality rate is more than twice the white rate.  If we divide the black rate by the white rate we get 2.44.   The ratio of black deaths to white deaths is 2.44. To make journalism out of that, we can write that for every 100 white babies that die in infancy, 244 black infants die.


The figures are the starting point.  We want to know the reasons for this tragedy. .  But we need to see the figures for our city, our state to localize the data. Once we have the figures, shoe-leather reporting can take over.




Significant State Rates

Here are some state rates I have selected from the latest CDC report and the ratios I derived of black to white deaths..





State Infant Mortality Rates

  State 


White               Black                  Ratio Black:White



California

4.89

  12.39
                  2.53
Colorado

5.98

  14.68                   2.45
Connecticut                 4.50                   12.88                   2.86
Florida                         5.60                   11.81                  2.11
Illinois                         5.95                   15.73                  2.64

Maryland                     5.74                   13.96                  2.43
Massachusetts             4.44                     9.18                  2.07
Michigan                     5.50                    17.51                  3.18
Missouri                      6.38                    14.66                  2.30
Nebraska                     5.91                    16.53                  2.80
New Jersey                  4.75                    10.66                 2.24
North Carolina            6.26                    16.76                  2.68
Pennsylvania               6.16                    13.47                  2.19
Tennessee                   6.65                     15.97                  2.40
Texas
                       5.60                      12.73                 2.27

Wisconsin                   4.57                     19.39                 4.24

The black:white ratios in California, Connecticut, Illinois, Michigan, Nebraska, North Carolina  and Wisconsin are greater than two and a half to one, and the Wisconsin ratio is more than four times the white rate. There are stories here.




High White Rates


As you can see from the above table, Colorado, Illinois, Maryland, Missouri, Nebraska, North Carolina, Pennsylvania and Tennessee have white infant mortality rates greater than the white average 5.66. Here are the 10 states whose white infant morality rates are significantly higher than the white average. These figures are also worth looking into. 

  
      State                    White Rate


Wyoming
            8.34


Louisiana

7.65


West Virginia
          
7.44


Arkansas

7.12

Oklahoma

7.06

Indiana


6.96


South Dakota     
6.96


South Carolina 
6.79


Alabama

6.79

Tennessee

6.65


Delaware

6.52


Kansas 

6.48

                         Gender Differences


Here is still another set of infant death figures you might want to have students look into:



All Races

             Male


7.47

 
Female


6.09 

    That’s a ratio of 123 male deaths to 100 female infant deaths.



White


Male


6.22


Female


5.07

`

Black


Male


15.19


Female


12.33

Another story: Why do male infants die at a greater rate than female infants?




Put Students in the Real World

Assignments like these can be useful teaching tools because they combine Internet research with shoe-leather reporting.  The infant mortality data are available online.  Then comes the follow-up to provide the human interest that gives meaning to the figures. In this assignment, the interviews would be with obstetricians, pediatricians, public health workers and parents.


When Phoebe Zerwick of the Winston-Salem Journal learned that the infant mortality rate in her county was more than twice the state average she set out to examine the situation.  The result was a series of articles that led to increased funding for mother and child-care clinics.  

Zerwick wrote of early death and of survival.  Here is the beginning of a story  that illustrates one of the causes of infant death:




Yvette Johnson took her punishment



for smoking crack day after day as she


watched her 3-pound son struggle to live.




“Even today, after being clean



for four years, I still remember those months,”



Johnson said.




“Seeing the baby suffer, seeing those



needles and tubes, and seizures , I really felt



it was my fault, she said.  “The only way I



could say I was sorry was to go there every day



and stay clean.




“Basically, my son died about 10 times 



in the hospital.  That was the worst punishment



that I could actually say a person could  have 



given me.  Jail wouldn’t have done no good.



A whipping would have done no good. 




“For the first three-and-a-half months 



I didn’t do nothing.  I just sat there and looked



at my baby and cried.”

No Background=Nonsense
Know What You’re Writing About


The advertisement was an eye-catcher.  It showed a youngster of about eight or nine cocking a baseball behind his back as he peers at the catcher for a signal. The headline reads:




    His Curve Ball Won the Game 


         His Team Got the Trophy

               His Happiest Moment Was His Call to Tell You


Heart warming, but nonsense to those who know anything about Little League baseball. Because pitching a curve ball requires an arm motion that compromises the proper growth of the arms of children, youngsters are instructed not to throw curve balls until they are into their teens.


Perhaps the advertising copywriter could not be expected to know this.  Should journalists? Should news men and women be expected to know a lot? Unfortunately, those who write for the general public are presumed to know a great deal. 


As the great reporter Murray Kempton put it:




When you’re covering anything, and you’re



writing about it at length, you use everything you



know.  And in order to use everything you know,



you have to be interested in an extraordinary range



of things.


For starters, here’s a suggestion from a scientist about the “essential subjects or
concepts that every educated person should understand.”:

1. Darwinian evolution.


2. Copernican solar system.

3. Size of the universe.

4. Laws governing the conservation of energy.

5. Ratios

Why ratios? Because, the scientist says, “These give people a sense of scale.”

For example: When we investigate infant mortality rates, we find the white rate is 5.66 and the black rate is 13.79.  Make that a ratio and then do the math and you come up with a black rate 2.44 times greater than the white rate. The rate of black deaths to white deaths is more than two to one.  That gives your readers the scale of the problem. 

Dangerous Advice
Handling Police Reports


.A journalism textbook advises: “In crime stories, attribute any accusatory statements to police or other authorities, especially when using a suspect’s name.”


That’s bad advice. Follow it and you may end up paying off the suspect or spending a lot of money defending a libel suit as the Atlanta Journal-Constitution is now 

doing.  CNN, NBC and the newspaper used the name of a suspect in a bombing at the Summer Olympics in Atlanta.  The suspect was not only cleared but was hailed as something of a hero.
It doesn’t matter whether the police, the FBI or a prosecutor name a suspect.  Until the person is formally charged, using the name is not libel-proof, as CNN and NBC found out in the Atlanta bombing.  They both settled out of court to avoid a libel suit.  The Journal-Constitution went to court where it claimed the suspect was a public figure. 

The case has dragged on for several years.

Even naming a person who has been arrested can be troublesome.   Not every arrest leads to a charge filed by a prosecutor.  In fact, in some jurisdictions, as many as a third of the arrests do not go anywhere. 
Worried about expensive libel suits—they cost a lot even when they are successfully defended—some newspapers will not print the name of a person when he or she is arrested but will wait until the person is charged with the crime.  The papers that do use the names on arrest caution reporters to write something like this:

John Green, 18, of 104 Springfield St., was arrested last night in connection with a hit-and-run accident Thursday at Austin Street and Vermont Avenue that left an 80-year-old woman critically injured.

Anniversary

A Free and Responsible Press


In December 1942 Henry R. Luce, the publisher of Time, suggested to the president of the University of Chicago that the press be examined--its present state and future prospects. The press--then consisting of newspapers, magazines and radio--was considered by many to be insular, often sensational and sometimes irresponsible. 

Five years later, the commission, which consisted mostly of academics from leading universities, issued a report, A Free and Responsible Press, sometimes called the Hutchins Report, that concluded that the press had failed to be “adequate to the needs of society.”  Here are some of the recommendations the commission made 60 years ago:


The press has an obligation to elevate rather than

degrade public interests.


The press itself should assume responsibility of

service the public needs.


We suggest the press look upon itself as performing

a public service of a professional kind.


The press should finance attempts to provide service

of more diversity and quality for tastes above the level 


of its mass appeal.


The press should engage in vigorous mutual criticism.

The commission commented on the “frustration” of “many able reporters and editorial writers” who felt that “they were not allowed to do the kind of work which their professional ideals demanded.” 

You might ask your students whether the local and regional newspapers and the broadcast stations engage in public service journalism.

Assignments

Stories of the Century


What were the most significant stories between 1900 and 2000?, USA Weekend asked the public and journalists.  Here are the first 10 as the public and journalists 

indicated:

1/1 U.S. drops atomic bomb, 1945

2/3 Japan bombs Pearl Harbor, 1941

3/2 Men first walk on moon, 1969

4/4 Wrights fly first airplane, 1903

5/6 JFK assassinated in Dallas, 1963

6/11 Antibiotic penicillin discovered, 1928

7/5 U.S. women receive the right to vote, 1920
8/10 Stock market crashes, 1929

9/21 New polio vaccine works, 1953

10/12 DNA’s structure discovered

   Note that 7, 8 and 9 in the journalists’ assessment are missing:

7 Nazi  Holocaust exposed, 1945 (11)
8 World War I begins, 1914 (15)
9 Court ends “separate but equal,” 1954  (30)
  
There are several ways to initiate a classroom discussion.  You can ask your students to make their own list, which would give you some idea of their grip on history. You can ask to what they attribute the differences in these rankings between the public and journalists. 

 Ban the Bulb


A worldwide movement is underway to ban the sale and use of incandescent bulbs and replace them with compact fluorescent bulbs, which are said to be more efficient, reduce carbon emissions and air pollution, and save consumers money. Australia  has targeted  2010 to make the conversion, Canada 2012, Europe 2020. A California assemblyman wants his state to phase out incandescent bulbs by 2012.

            Has any effort been made on your campus, in your city, county or state government to switch to fluorescent lighting?




   Required Courses

A professor of philosophy at the College of William and Mary in Virginia writes:

Typical of many prestigious universities, William and Mary requires no American history for a degree.  Nor does it require a course in government or anything that would insure that students have at least read the U.S. Constitution, a document grandly designed for a diverse pluralistic society.


Are there courses that faculty members believe should be required of all students at your school but are not? Interview faculty members.  

Are there non-journalism courses that journalism students should be required to take? Interview journalism faculty members and students enrolled in journalism. 
Class Discussion
Campus Coverage

We talk in journalism about putting reporters at surveillance points--the police station, the courthouse, city hall.  These are geographical vantage points for fact-gathering for stories. There are also subject areas that are surveyed for news--

business, education, housing. Make a list of these two types that could constitute beats for a  reporter on your campus. You might check the college paper to see whether it is covering these beats.
Worth Quoting
News Releases

After sorting and classifying (news releases sent to his newsroom), here is what we found.  In a 10-day period the rejected press releases were equivalent to four printed books of 165 pages each. 



--Evan Hill



Promotions
Writing for the non-specialist is not valued by the guild. Indeed, young academics who write about Abe Lincoln or affirmative action for a newspaper or magazine, let alone a book for a popular audience on these subjects, may even be penalized in the form of slow promotion or no promotion.



--Lionel S. Lewis



Free Speech

Free speech leads to strong disagreements, and college classes are one of the last safe arenas for the interplay of different perspectives.  For all the furor over political correctness on campuses, a greater range of views gets expressed in unfettered language than in any other public realm of American society. Good teachers, and there are many of them, don’t shy away from bringing their opinions to class, but they foster the capacity of their students to do the same.



--Zachary Karabel



Journalism: A Definition
Journalism is in fact history on the run.  It is history written in time to be acted upon, thereby not only recording events but at times influencing them.  This explains its temptation to passion and its besetting sin of partisanship.  Journalism is also the recording of history while the facts are not all in



--Thomas Griffith



Honesty

We spoke to over a hundred bright young people who would be, by any definition, the best and the brightest.  These were people who were at the cutting edge of three fields—journalism, genetics and theater. And what we found was all of them knew what good work was.  And by and large they admired good workers.  They admired people who were excellent, engaged and ethical.  But many of them told us they couldn’t afford to be good workers now.  And the reason was because they didn’t trust their peers to be straightforward, to be trustworthy, to go by the books.

                        --Howard Gardner

          ##
