Update
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Intro
     Update has a dual purpose. It is designed to provide instructional material for news-editorial faculty members and to provoke discussion and debate about journalism and journalism education. Update will be posted periodically. Material for Update will be drawn from a wide range of publications ranging from Editor & Publisher, Nieman Reports, the American and Columbia Journalism Reviews to Harper's, The Atlantic Monthly, The New York Review of Books and from your contributions, which I welcome. Material can be sent to mm55@columbia.edu.
Reporting Tip


Carol S. Lomicky of the University of Nebraska at Kearney suggests an assignment based at the local cemetery in an article in the CCJA News (Fall 2002).  Lomicky contends that the assignment is useful at a time when “computers have journalism students more reluctant than ever to pursue the traditional paper chase in public documents.”   Paper documents, Lomicky says, are “still an important tool of journalism.” 


“Literally buried in cemeteries everywhere are stories that can enliven the history and/or public documents units in journalism courses.”


 Students select  “a person buried in the local cemetery by examining public documents and related sources and write a story.  Required: l0 sources or more.”  The students go on to use a variety of sources for further stories—obituaries, articles for the “context of the subject’s life,” city directories, census reports, etc.


lomickyc@unk.edu

Science Reporting


The Fall 2002 issue of Nieman Reports  contains a large section on science journalism.  Among the 18 pieces is an article “Teaching Journalism Students to Report on Science” by Douglas Starr of Boston University.  Starr writes:




What happens in science affects us all and is influenced



—even shaped—by money, special interests, and politics.  In short,



we need to report science as part of the real world. …




A few years back, students in science journalism courses 



would be asked to find newsworthy journal articles and “translate”



them for the public.  Nowadays, we no longer do this exercise since



the most skillful journalists act as analysts, not translators.  This is 



not to say that reporters shouldn’t follow the literature—with extensive



science backgrounds, most of our students already do.  But rather 



than focus their work on a single study, our students use such reports



as a point of departure for interviews and other research to reveal the 



broader currents in the field.

Graphics

In other articles in this issue of the Reports:


*LSU faculty members discuss the use of graphics by USA Today in its “Snapshots” section.  “Newspapers are grappling with two serious problems. One is to attract readers.  The other is to maintain credibility.  The worst solution—graphics long on looks and short on substance—accentuates both problems over the long run….”


*Frank Van Riper says that since 9/ll “photography, both still and video, has helped us deal with this tragedy and, if not achieve a kind of closure, at least put parameters and faces to what has befallen us.”

Editor’s Note


Melissa Ludtke, editor of Nieman Reports, says the science section is the first installment of four sections devoted to providing background material for journalists.  Planned for future issues are sections on reporting on the environment, medical journalism and reporting on health care, public health and personal health.


After the four sections have been published, the Nieman Foundation plans to gather them in a special issue that will be distributed to journalism programs.


If you are interested or have any comments on the plan, you can reach Ms. Ludtke at Mmludtke@aol.com or write to her at Nieman Foundation, Harvard University, One Francis Avenue, Cambridge, MA 02l38-2098.


By the way, the Reports, is planning to publish in its next issue comments on the demand by the president of Columbia University that the Graduate School of Journalism examine its curriculum with the aim of making the School “more intellectually based.”

Committee of Concerned Journalists

The CCJ has combined its website with that of its sister organization, The Project for Excellence in Journalism—http://www.journalism.org/ or ccj@journalism.org.  The site contains material of interest to journalism educators.  

Numbers

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention issue frequent reports that are useful for journalism instructors.  A recent publication, “National Vital Statistics Report,” contains state breakdowns of mortality figures for 2000 that you can use in class.


Table 36 reports infant deaths by race, and there are some startling figures that can be followed up with interviews of local physicians and local and health officials.  Here are some of the findings I think will make good stories:


The national, overall infant mortality rate is 6.9.  That is, for every 1,000 live births, 6.9 infants died before reaching their first year.


The breakdown by race is revealing--white, 5.7; black, 14.l.  That’s a ratio of more than 2:l.


In some states, the ratio is more than 3:1—


State
White
Black

Iowa
6.0
2l.l


Minnesota
4.8
l4.6


Nebraska
6.4
20.3


Colorado
5.6
l9.5


Wisconsin
5.5
l7.2


We usually think of these states as among the most progressive.  What are we to make of these figures?


The Report shows that the states with the highest white infant mortality rates are:


Delaware and Oklahoma, 7.9; Idaho and North Dakota, 7.5.  The states with the highest black infant mortality rates are Iowa, Nebraska and Colorado, (see above table).


The states with the lowest white rates are Massachusetts (4.0), South Dakota (4.3), Maine, Maryland and Minnesota (4.8).  The lowest black rates are Washington (9.4), Massachusetts (9.9) and New York (10.9).


You can receive these reports by writing the CDC at the National Center for Health Statistics, 6525 Belcrest Road, Hyattsville, MD 20782-20003.

Review


For an interesting and perceptive overview of the current state of the media, Ruseell Baker’s review of five books in the July l8, 2002, The New York Review of Books, is worth reading.  Baker, a longtime correspondent and columnist for The New York Times, provides a backdrop to the din we have been subjected to about media performance.  Baker’s piece is not pleasant reading:




Glumness is the prevailing spirit here, and for good



reason.  This is journalism’s age of melancholy.  Newspaper



people, once celebrated as founts of ribald humor and uncouth



fun, have of late lost all their gaiety, and small wonder.  They



have discovered that their prime duty is no longer to maintain the republic 



in well-informed condition—or to comfort the afflicted and afflict



the comfortable, as the old gospel has it—but to serve the stock market with 



a good earnings report every three months or, in plainer English, to comfort the 



comfortable.


Baker’s review is good reading for students interested in a quick scan of contemporary journalism as seen by a veteran newsman who is unhappy with the state of print and broadcast journalism.  Of the best-selling book about CBS News by Bernard Goldberg, Bias: A CBS Insider Exposes How the Media Distort the News, Baker writes:




Goldberg makes a case good enough at least to put to a



jury; yet even if one thinks Goldberg is right there is something absurd about 



making the case at all.  What if network news does indeed have a 



liberal slant?  Can it possibly matter that the skimpy, pathetically



starved scarecrow that is the typical network news show might be



marinated in ideological bias?

Background


The Freedom Forum is distributing “Beat Practices: The Art of Leadership in News Organizations” in which you might find some useful lecture material.  Twenty leaders in print and broadcast journalism comment about such matters as diversity, motivating staffers, meeting community needs.



Matt Storin—In the long run, I think people do want someone to make some judgments for them.  People want leadership.  They want to be heard.  But they want leadership as well.



Dick Wald—You can’t simply cram something down someone’s throat.  John Chancellor used to call it eat-your-porridge journalism.  On the other hand, you also can’t be a panderer to the public taste.


What happens to all of us, I believe, is that we create a mixture.  You earn the right to say, hey, you’ve got to pay attention to this by collecting the readers, the audience…by talking to them about things in which they are interested.


Arthur Sulzberger Jr.—I don’t care how many focus groups tell us they don’t care about civil war in Rwanda, they’re getting civil war in Rwanda, because that goes back to our core mission.  And our journalism is sacrosanct in those areas.


For a copy of this spiral-bound, 113-page set of  “insights from 20 news executives,” write the Freedom Forum, ll0l Wilson Blvd., Arlington, VA 22209.

Contributions


I welcome material you would like to pass on to colleagues, mm55@columbia.edu.

