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Triple Jeopardy

A Classroom Lecture: the Chicago Tribune’s Blunders

The journalism instructor treads a thin line in discussing the dangers of libel—warn but do not frighten. Libel is a constant presence in the newsroom, but reporters 

cannot be so cautious they fear digging.  The fact of the matter is that errors, often the result of ignoring basic journalistic practice, account for most problems. Case in point:


A former county prosecutor in Illinois who has sued the Chicago Tribune for libel

has asked the court to allow him to call additional witnesses in his suit.  He wants to

talk to Tribune employees involved in the incorrect identification of two persons 

the newspaper recently mistakenly identified as Chicago mobsters.  He says the mistakes 
demonstrate the newspaper’s pattern of reckless behavior. 






Two Wrong Photos  


Here’s the story of the Tribune’s mobster misidentifications: 

A federal grand jury indicted Frank Calabrese and 11 other Chicago mobsters who were allegedly involved in 18 murders. The Tribune’s story the next day about the indictments  was accompanied by a photo supposedly of Calabrese. But the photo was of another Frank Calabrese, a retired print company owner. The newspaper apologized in a lengthy news story.

End of embarrassing episode?  Hardly.  A front page story next day included a  photo of  another indicted mobster,  Joseph “the Clown” Lombardo, who was on the lam. The photo showed a man in hat and overcoat pedaling down Grand Avenue. But it wasn’t Lombardo..

The Tribune bought the photo from a woman who said she had photographed the man on the bicycle a year ago as part of a college class project.  As the newspaper stated in its second lengthy apology in two days, the photographer “said she did not ask the man his name, but thought it was Lombardo after reading news accounts about his indictment Tuesday.”


The newspaper did show the photo to Lombardo’s lawyer, who, the Tribune said, made a positive ID. (The lawyer denied that he “positively identified the photo as being that of Lombardo,” the  Tribune reported in its apology.  He said he had reservations about the type of cigar the cyclist was holding and the nature of his face.)

In its second apology in two days, the newspaper identified the dapper cyclist as “Stanley Swieton, 69, a soft-spoken Chicagoan who never figured he’d make it to the front page of the newspaper.”  The story ended with  Swieton’s sister worrying that 

people who see him on his bike “may seek to harm him.

“’Yeah, mistakes do happen,’ she said. ‘But that was a ghastly one.’”




The Libel Suit

In the libel suit, the former DuPage County prosecutor, Thomas Knight, contends that he was defamed in a 1999 story that was part of a series on alleged misconduct by prosecutors titled “Trial & Error—How Prosecutors Sacrifice Justice to Win.”
In its defense, the newspaper said the disputed material was “simply, a mistake” and that the error was committed without malice. Since the Supreme Court’s Sullivan decision in 1964, a public official—which Knight was—has a greater burden than private individuals in a libel suit.  The official must prove “actual malice,” that the reporter knew that the defamatory material was false or that the reporter recklessly disregarded the truth.

“But much has changed about the public’s perception of the news media since that case,” the Tribune reported in its story about the libel case. “The industry faces increasing public skepticism following recent high-profile problems of accuracy and plagiarism in The New York Times and USA Today.  Some media lawyers say that could have a bearing on jurors’ attitudes about the motives and methods of journalists.” 
The Old Days

Nicknaming the Mobsters


Re Joseph” the Clown” Lombardo: 

“I remember we used to sit there making them up,” Jack Mabley told Burt Constable, a columnist for the Daily Herald. Mabley spent many years at the old Daily News in Chicago.

“Reporters would see a story about a mob suspect with a boring name such as Murray Humphries, and they’d throw in the nickname Murray ‘The Camel’ Humphries,” Mabley told Constable.. It was a sport News staffers took to when they had “nothing to do between editions,” says Mabley
Another old-time Chicago reporter, Ed Baumann, recalled a story about a mobster who had several wives.  “I tagged him ‘The Sultan,’” Baumann told Constable.  “I don’t even remember his real name, but his cellmates and guards in the county jail all called him ‘Sultan,’ and he answered to it.”
Interviewing—A Demo for Students (A)

Asking the Tough Question,  

Handling the Careful Answer

In her interview with Susan Hockfield, the president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, New York Times reporter Cornelia Dean asked Hockfield about federal support for science.  The response was that “the level of funding for research in 
America is very distressing.”


This led Dean into sensitive territory.  In her story, she summarizes her questions about funding this way:




But how easy is it to advocate for science at a 



time when many Americans, including the president, 

do not accept evolution, the idea that human activity is 


altering the earth’s climate or other ideas science 


regards as more or less established?

Dean then writes:



Dr. Hockfield did not answer that question


directly. But she said she was profoundly worried

about what she called a “disrespect” for the wonders

 
of math, science, engineering and technology.


`
“As a nation we have ceased to be inspired


by these things,” she said. 

More Math—A Demo for Students (B) 
Breakdown of Murder Rates Is Revealing 

Before writing a review for Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly of two recently published books on math, I asked colleagues about the numeracy (if such a word is acceptable) of their students. The responses ranged from “barely competent”   and “journalism is the first refuge of the mathematically phobic” to “adequate.”

Judging from the computations and calculations we see in newspapers, it’s clear 

 that many reporters may be somewhat numerate but that’s about it. Most are passive as they confront figures.  For example: 

 
A recent news story described the decline in murder victims and cited some rates for various age groups. That was fine…as far as it went.  Too often, raw numbers instead of rates are used, and some cities and states boast of the decline in numbers when the rates are pretty much the same as in past years or actually have increased. So the use of  murder rates was a positive sign.

However, the overall rates did not tell us much about homicide victims. The latest CDC figures state that in the 15-19 year-old age group, the homicide rate was 15.3 for males, a figure cited in the news story. But if we look at the data the CDC supplied that breaks the figures into ethnic and racial groups, more revealing figures emerge. 

I have listed some of these figures below.  They paint a stark picture of contemporary society.

                                    HOMICIDE VICTIMS

Rate: All Male
Rate: White Male
Rate: Black Male
Ages

15-19
          15.3
`

3.9


54.8

20-24
          27.7


6.6

           119.6

25-34            18.2

            5.3                               85.3

             (Rate is the number of homicides per 100,000 in the group.)

The Future of News: 18-34-Year-Olds Look Elsewhere

Newspapers and National TV News Fare Poorly

A study of the news habits of young men and women commissioned by the Carnegie Corporation of New York concludes that “the future of the U.S. news industry is seriously threatened by the seemingly irrevocable move by young people away from traditional sources of news.”  


The report by Merrill Brown, a veteran of print, magazine and broadcast journalism, is published in the Spring 2005 issue of the Carnegie Reporter and is based on a survey of 18-34-year-olds by Frank N.Magid Associates.  The investigation was commissioned by the Carnegie Corporation of New York.


Here are some of the findings:


  *…the future news consumers and leaders of a complex, modern society,


are abandoning the news as we’ve known it, and it’s increasingly clear,


that a great number of them will never return to daily newspapers


and the national news programs.


   *…although ranked as the third most important news source, 

 
newspapers have no clear strengths and are the least preferred choice for


local, national and international news.  On the TV front, cable news is


the fourth most valuable news source just ahead of national


news programs.  Those broadcast newscasts are, however, 


considered the number-one source for national news. Cable is 


considered up-to-date, but not as  informative as the Internet.





Expect Massive Changes

   *Clearly, young people don’t want to rely on the morning paper


on their doorstep or the dinnertime newscast for up-to-date information; 


in fact, they—as well as others—want their news on demand, when


it works for them.


   *…how the news will be delivered in the future has already

been altered and more changes are undoubtedly on the way.  How can


we expect anything else, when the average age of a print newspaper


reader is 53 and the average age of both broadcast and cable news viewers


is about the same? 

“A Preoccupation with Orthodoxy”

The Media: Insipid, Bland and Uncontroversial


The Spring 2005 Nieman Reports contains an article by William F. Woo of Stanford that can serve as a reminder to journalism educators about the aims and the responsibilities of journalism. Woo writes:




At the federal level, consistent coverage of many 



 executive  agencies is virtually nonexistent. When an



 agency makes the news, it usually is the result of some



dramatic development, such as the FDA’s finding that 



much of the flu vaccine supply was unsafe.  Even 



Congressional legislation about important issues—


 
health care, for example—is covered in fits and starts.


State and local government coverage is also skimpy, Woo writes.  There has been, he says, “a startling decline in the coverage of state government, where much that affects the American public is decided. …When I was a young city hall reporter at the Kansas City Times in the late 1950s, every action taken at a council meeting was published in the paper. Every vacated alley had a paragraph or two, every application for a zoning variance was mentioned.  It might have been numbing to read—and difficult in agate type—but it was an account of representative government that is unseen today.”


He continues:




In today’s bottomn-line media economy, with 



ownership concentrated in a few corporations, the



key to success is advertising, which in newspapers accounts



for about 85 percent of revenues. Advertising is directed 



at target audiences, and if those audiences are put off 



by the news content, they are harder for advertisers to



capture.  This helps to account for the insipid programming



on network television and increasingly bland and 



uncontroversial presentations in the print media.

Study of Women Faculty Members
Behind Men in Tenure, Salary and Promotions


The American Association of University Professor study of 2004-5 found women faculty members still lag behind their male colleagues in salaries.  The AAUP reports that  women earn about 80 percent of what men earn.


The states in which women faculty members earn less than the national ratio of women to men salaries are those in which women are least likely to hold managerial positions in general industry and business. These states, reports the Women’s Policy Research, are: Alabama, Arkansas, Idaho, Louisiana, Mississippi, Montana, South Carolina and West Virginia.

Nationally, women make up 38 percent of all faculty, 33 percent at doctoral-level institutions. Community colleges do a better job of hiring women; 50 percent of the faculty are female.  At church-related schools, the percentage is 40.


Women are heavily represented in the lower ranks of academe:  



 Instructors: 58 percent 



 Lecturers: 54 percent

                         Unranked: 51 percent


The upper ranks favor men:



  Full professors: 77 percent men; 23 percent women

Worth Quoting

TV’s Thrust
“Today
 80 percent of Fox News viewers—and less majorities of other TV viewers—believe one of three untruths about the Iraq War, as opposed to a minority of (ahem) print consumers. So, it’s not a question of partisan outlets’ making the debate more vigorous; it’s actually the opposite—TV thrusting at us vigorous, opinionated voices who (theoretically) have done the deep thinking themselves.”




--Matthew T. Felling, Center for Media and Public Affairs



Government Censorship Favored


“Percentage of U.S. high-school students who believe news stories should 

require ‘government approval’ before publication: 36.”





--“Harper’s Index,” Harper’s Magazine





Is This Bad?


Karl Rove, the president’s adviser and confidante, spoke at Washington College in Maryland.  His title: “Polarized Press: Media and Politics in the Age of Bush.” 

He observed: 





Reporters now see their role less as 




discovering facts and fair-mindedly reporting




the truth and more as being put on the earth




to afflict the comfortable, to be a constant




thorn of those in power, whether they are 




Republican or Democrat.



Young Readers Avoid News


“…young people no longer see a need to keep up with the news. …America is facing the greatest exodus of informed citizenship in its history.”—David Mindich, Tunes Out: Why Americans Under 40 Don’t Follow the News.

So long Richard and Henry…

                                    Hello Nicole and Sean


Ken Ferree, the new head of the Public Broadcasting System:





…Lehrer is good, but I don’t watch a lot of




broadcast news. The problem for me is that I do the 




Internet news stuff  all day long, so by the time I




get to the Lehrer thing…it’s slow.  I don’t always 




want ro sit down and read Shakespeare, and 




Lehrer is akin to Shakespeare.  Sometimes I really just

 want a People magazine, and often that is in the evening 

 after a hard day. 



Profile of Journalists


“…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.”







--Salman Rushdie
Briefs




             Faculty Makeup

The AAUP reports that 45 percent of all faculty jobs are held by part-timers and that more than half of all new full-time appointments are off the tenure track. 






Students Work and Borrow More


The Higher Education Research Institute at the University of California, Los Angeles, reports that more first-year students than ever before--47 percent--expect to work to help them get through college The breakdown: 53 percent of women, 40 percent of men plan to look for jobs. Borrowing: 9 percent expect to borrow more than $10,000 for their first year, higher than previous years.  A fourth of students whose families earn less than $60,000 a year said they are worried about their ability to pay for their education.






Ethical Slip


In return for exclusive right to publish a Columbia University faculty report, The New York Times agreed not to seek comments on the content of the report. The Columbia student newspaper, The Spectator, refused to go along, prompting The Columbia Journalism Review  to comment: 





Given that in this case, student journalists 




on a campus newspaper upheld a higher standard 




of journalistic integrity than the ‘paper of record, the 



Times is right to be embarrassed.




               Ignore the Cautions: Pay the Price

When a reporter is unable to cover a speech and has a text on hand it’s usual practice to insert a phrase such as “in a speech prepared for delivery” to protect the reporter from deviations from the text or an incident at the scene.  It would be foolhardy to indicate the reporter’s presence. 
Unfortunately for Mitch Albom, columnist for The Detroit Free Press, he neglected both cautions in a column he wrote about an NCAA playoff basketball game. Albom had to turn in his column before the game was played.  In it, he referred to two former Michigan State players who had told Albom they would attend the game:  “They sat in the stands, in their M.S.U. clothing, and rooted on their alma mater.” 

Yes, the players didn’t make the game.  Albom apologized:  “It was a bad move,”

he said. 






Language Ignorance

A correspondent for the NPR program “All Things Considered” reported that Rep. Tom Delay had e-mailed  a letter to his supporters in which he “refuted”  the ethics charges against him.





GM Boycotts LA Times



Automobile makers have short fuses. They have a history of pulling advertising from publications that run critical pieces.  The latest move came from General Motors, which canceled advertising in The Los Angeles Times following an automotive column that contained criticism of the Pontiac G6 and a suggestion GM executives resign because of poor sales. 





Grammar Debate


What to do about the “off of” construction as in this New York Times headline:




``Demonstrators

 


``Push Foie Gras




``Off of Menus


A reader’s complaint resulted in citations from current dictionaries that such usage is optional. But the usage guru at the newspaper found “off of” off limits for the

copy desk.

Assignments



                   Marriage


l. Couples are marrying later than ever. Thirty-five years ago, the bride was 21, the groom, 23.  Today, the ages are 25 and 27. 


Why the change?  Ask students about their marriage plans, and interview faculty members for their observations about the change.


2, “I see couples all the time who don’t feel connected to the childhood rabbi or

priest.  They often tell me they feel it would be hypocritical to place themselves in a religious ceremony.”—the Rev. Laurie Sue Brockway, an interfaith minister.


Family traditions of religious weddings, while still observed by most couples, are 

less frequent these days, say religious leaders.  Interview local clergy about their experiences, and talk to students about their preference for a wedding ceremony.

3. Some of these nontraditional ceremonies are performed by friends of the couple who received their credentials to officiate online. In Massachusetts, Pennsylvania and  in much of California, a person can officiate by obtaining a one-day license.  In Colorado,

reports The New York Times, a couple can marry themselves.  Notary publics in Florida, Maine and South Carolina can officiate at a marriage.


Who can perform marriages in your state?  Interview some of those who perform non-religious ceremonies.





Pedestrians Beware


The Surface Transportation Policy Project calculates a Pedestrian Danger Index for cities in the U.S. that is based on the pedestrian death rate calculated on the amount of walking done in each city.


For  2002-03 it found Orlando, Fla., to be the most dangerous city for pedestrians. Here are the five most dangerous cities:



City 


Pedestrian Danger Index

Orlando, Fla




243.6

Tampa/St. Petersburg, Fla.


215.3

West Pal Beach/Boca Raton, Fla.

209.9

Miami/Fort Lauderdale, Fla.
 

166.3

Memphis, Tenn.



159.1


Make a search to check where your city stands in these ratings.

-0-
Note:  This is the last edition of Update for the school year.  It will resume in September.  If you have any comments about Update, want to be removed from the mailing list,  have someone you think would be interested in seeing these monthly reports, let me know.   Have a pleasant summer.

                                                         mm
