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Smokers


Cigarette smoking is declining in all age groups. In 1993, 25 percent of adults smoked. Data for 2001 indicate 22.8 percent of adults smoked.  Among high school students, whose smoking often begins a lifelong habit, the current figure is 28.5 percent, down from 36.4 percent in 1994.


Assignment:  What are the figures on the campus, in the community, and at the high schools?  Also, does your city and or state have smoking restrictions?  Major smoking bans are in effect in Denver, Dallas, Chicago, and New York City. Delaware and South Dakota recently adopted major restrictions on smoking in public places.


For further information, see the Action on Smoking and Health (ASH)  site, http://ash.org.

Journalism Education

The current issue of Nieman Reports (Winter 2002) contains a section of seven articles “about how journalism education can be improved and the training of journalists better connected with current practices and issues.”  The authors are Geneva Overholser of the Missouri School of Journalism, Paul Grabowicz and William  F. Woo of the University of California (Berkeley),  Philip Meyer of the University of North Carolina, Nancy Day of Boston University, Dale Maharidge  and  Melvin Mencher of Columbia University.


The issue also has a large section on environment reporting that  is useful to instructors.

CAR


A column in the January/February 2003 issue of the Columbia Journalism Review by Mike Reilley says he asked these questions of a journalism instructor:




Have you ever taught them (students) how to



to use an online database to find information on their



school or community?  Do they know where the city’s



online “city server” is?  Do they know how to look up



state and federal legislation online? How to search



for a  publicly traded company’s proxy statement?  


            How to use an expert database? 


Reilley says “students and young journalists rely too much on the Web for  much of their research . . . But there is another problem, one that is not the students’ fault. Journalism professors, as well as newsroom leaders, need to climb the learning curve of this magnificent research tool, so that they can teach their students and staff not only when to go to the  Web—and when not to—but how to maximize its reporting potential.” 

Ethics
: Tackling Taboos


Does instruction in journalism ethics encompass questions of taste? Or does the subject belong in reporting and writing classes?  Or both? Clearly, the media have too long ignored essential subject matter by allowing decisions about taste to follow the dictates of conservative arbiters. The subject for some instructors is an ethical one, whether the journalist is required to investigate or cover subjects that some consider tasteless, offensive.


Sex and death are the traditionally tabooed subjects in the media. The media treatment of sexually transmitted diseases, among them AIDS, is cited as an example of a delicate topic too long ignored by the media.  Death—whether used in obits or featured in photos—has been gingerly handled.


No longer: 

1. A recent column in The New York Times by health reporter Jane Brody reports, “Safe sex—the proper and consistent use of condoms to protect against sexually transmitted diseases as well as unwanted pregnancies—still seems to elude a large percentage of sexually active young adults.” Brody  describes a study conducted by a health cooperative in Seattle with colleagues at the University of Washington and Duke that found that 44 percent of “sexually active unmarried women 18 to 24 had waited too long for a condom to be applied.”

Brody describes in detail the proper use of condoms and suggests ways the subject can be brought up by “couples intent on preventing sexually transmitted disease. . . ”

2. Many newspaper editors fretted over whether to use photographs of people 

      jumping to their deaths from the World Trade Center  on 9/ll.  The NYTimes

      recently ran a photo of a “fatal plunge,” a man committing suicide by leaping

      to his death from a high-rise apartment building.

Your students might dig into the subject by examining the coverage of  sensitive subjects by the local media.

 Math


Some years ago, a member of the journalism faculty at Columbia University decided to see whether there was any connection between admission test scores and success in journalism.  At that time, Columbia applicants were subjected to a battery of tests in a number of fields—science, mathematics, history, language, etc.


The only relationship he found was with mathematics. A high score in that test correlated with his definition of success in journalism.


But we know, as media users and as instructors, that math is not a journalist’s strong suit.  In a test he gave to news-editorial staffers at the News &Observer in Raleigh, Scott R. Maier of the University of Oregon found, “On average, the staff answered 68 percent of the questions correctly—barely passing if held to traditional school standards.”


Their confidence level in math was even lower.  In an article in The American Editor, Maier suggested that journalism educators “need to make basic math a requisite skill for a degree in journalism.”


Note: In my piece in Nieman Reports, I suggest that math and a number of subjects be required of the journalism major, among them a foreign language, a physical and a social science, U.S. history and municipal government.  Your contributions are welcome.  

Still More Math—Duped Again
As most journalism instructors have noticed, math is a mystery to students.  No wonder, then, that they take this blank in their education to the job.  Case in point: In his State of the Union address, the president said that if his proposed budget were adopted “92 million Americans will keep this year an average of almost $1,100.”   

As soon as they saw the word average red flags should have sprouted among the press corps. They didn’t.

             Reporters parroted the $1,100 figure, again and again.  On “Fox News Sunday,” the new Senate majority leader, Bill Frist, anticipated opposition to the president’s budget and said, “When you say that there are 92 million people who are going to be handed a check for $1,000 this year, your viewers right now, is that a tax cut for the rich?” 


Of course, the average in all this talk was the mean, which anyone with a slight knowledge of arithmetic knows is usually weighted toward the high or the low ends.  In this case, the benefits to the taxpayers at the highest end weighted the figure significantly.


Taxpayers  at the highest end—1 percent of those filing—would receive an average cut of $24,000, and those reporting an income of $1 million or more would save $90,200, reports the Urban-Brookings Tax Policy Center.


Taxpayers in the middle fifth of all taxpayers—those in the median group—would save $256 under the proposed tax cut.


A few tried to cope, knowing that numbers can be made to help anyone’s cause.  John King, the CNN White House correspondent, had an inkling of the sleight-of-hand, but the best he could do was to report that the $1,100 figure “is an average.  Your individual tax would be a little more or less, depending on your financial circumstance.”

Source Material


The Office for Victims of Crime (OVC) in the U. S. Department of Justice is establishing programs to combat violence against women, which it defines as “sexual assault, campus crime, stalking and domestic violence.” The OVC site is http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/ovc;  telephone, (202) 307-5983.

Reporting

Community Assignments

School Lunch


Parents and community leaders are concerned about the junk food available to students in schools throughout the country.  At a time when parents and nutritionists are worried about obesity—a cause of diabetes and other diseases—among the nation’s children, school lunches are serving the very food that makes for fat kids.


There is, say nutritionists, a marked absence of fruits and vegetables, but ample fried foods and soft drinks.  Congress is expected to look into the matter that affects the food 27 million children eat at school.


Your students can fan out to local schools to see what children are being fed at school lunch, and then check with nutritionists to see what they think of the diet. 

 Are milk and bottled water machines available, or does the school have a contract with a bottler to make soft drinks available to the children?

Traffic


What is your community doing to cope with traffic congestion?  Fast zones for cars with several passengers, carpooling from suburban parking zones and dedicated roads for fast bus traffic are among the solutions used in fast-growing areas.

Textbooks

“Schoolbooks have been pawns in adult political fights,” Richard Rothstein reports in The New York Times.   In Texas, a group seeks to have textbooks say that the Constitution protects an individual’s right to own guns and that the “wealthy pay a disproportionate share of income taxes,” Rothstein writes. He says:



Portrayals of African-Americans as maids or athletes (except

            for Jackie Robinson), of women as housewives, as Mexicans as farm

            laborers or of Jews as businessmen are not permitted.  This ensures 

            that books and tests pass muster in Texas and other states that also

            allow schools to buy only approved texts.

How does your state adopt schoolbooks, and have there been any battles over their content?  Most of the recent incidents in what has become known as the textbook wars have been fought over whether creation science belongs alongside evolution in biology textbooks.  

Campus Assignment
States face the worst fiscal problems in more than half a century, and many governors have targeted higher education in their budgets.  In response, boards of regents and university administrators are planning to raise tuition and plan to slash department allocations.  What is the situation your school faces?

Activist Journalism: Controversial


The public affairs director of a nuclear energy company in Vermont complained to the editor of the Columbia Journalism Review (January/February 2003) about an item in the Review.  The protesting letter describes a reporter as “the author of a book that clearly is a call to journalistic activism, not fair and objective reporting.” 


As a partisan of activist journalism, I find the distinction the letter writer draws faulty.  An activist journalist is fair and objective to a fault.  Otherwise, the reporter’s journalism can be easily dismissed, and the very purpose of activist journalism is to enlist  public support to right some wrong, to correct a situation.  On page 86 of News Reporting and Writing, I say:




To some journalists, news consists of overt



events—an automobile accident, a city council meeting, a 



court document, the State of the Union Address.  Their



journalism  is denotative, pointing to what has happened . . .



necessary as this reporting is, some journalists consider it 



a passive type of journalism because the journalist is



responding to events.  They would complement denotative 



journalism with a more active, seeking-out journalism.




Activist journalists seek to place on the public 



agenda matters that they believe require consideration,



civic discussion that could lead to some kind of action . . . .


In defining the newsworthiness of events, I added an eighth news value to the traditional seven (timeliness, impact, prominence, etc.)—necessity.  “This final category,” I write, “is of the journalist’s making.  That is, the journalist has discovered  something he or she feels it is necessary to disclose.”

  One journalism instructor wrote me that I was promoting “irresponsibility” among journalism students, that I was telling them that one of their tasks is “to make news.”


I agree. Journalists are morally bound to “make news.”  That is one of our strongest  traditions. What may be journalism’s greatest achievements were the “made news” of  the muckrakers Ida Tarbell and Lincoln Steffens and the investigative reporting of Woodward and Bernstein.

Muckraking: (Controversy 2)

The president of Hampton University, says Charlotte Grimes, late  of the journalism program there, told her that he wanted no investigative journalism. Grimes says, “I actually take it as a compliment that the president felt he had to insist on a mission statement forbidding ‘muckraking.’”


Just what is the role of the journalist?  Just what are journalism instructors supposed to tell their students about the mission, the moral responsibility of the press in our society?

Quiz


You might ask your students what they consider to be superior journalism. Ask them for some examples.  You can ask them to name some of the journalists they admire, would like to emulate, and why. 


Has their reading affected their choices?  Do they cite the news readers on radio and television as models? Print journalists?

Obits—1

World Trade Center 


Here are the recollections --sent by a colleague--of the New York Times reporter, Jan Hoffman, who wrote many of the short obituaries of victims of the World Trade Center bombing.  (From The New Yorker, l/l4/02):




I did all of my reporting over the phone.  For 



most  of the people I talked to, I think that was 



liberating.  It’s almost like they’re on a couch 



talking to a shrink.  They don’t have to look at your 



face, they free-associate, and when they hear a long 



silence they rush to fill the space.  The way in which 



the reporter is not really a shrink, though, is that you cry.

                  I have never wept so much while working.  I would often

                        cry before the person I was speaking with would.  It was

the crispness of  their memories, the way they described these 

poignant, funny, heroic moments.  I can’t emphasize enough

how humbling this work was.  As a reporter you have to be 

patient enough to keep probing until you have that click

where you can see the person and how they moved on the 

planet.

Obits—2

A teaching exercise—Ed Bliss


You can have an exercise do double duty by assigning obit material about a journalist. 


When the famed broadcast journalist and journalism instructor Ed Bliss died (l1/25/02), his death was memorialized by friends and colleagues.  Merv Block, who worked at CBS with Bliss and is now a television consultant, wrote that Bliss was “a revered figure in broadcast news.”  He gave a eulogy at Bliss’s funeral and he wrote an obit for his friend. Among the others who gave eulogies were Walter Cronkite, Bob Edwards, Jackie Judd and Deborah Potter.


Here is how Block’s obit  begins:

   



In the depths of the Depression in 1935, Ed Bliss


borrowed his father’s Ford and drove from  town to town


in Ohio looking for work on a newspaper.  He drove so


far, you might say he was a journeyman even before he


became an apprentice.



Ed had decided to go into journalism while in 


his last year at Yale. After graduation he moved from 


Connecticut to Ohio, where his parents had retired.



Eventually, Ed’s persistence—and promise—landed 


him his first reporting job, on the Bucyrus (Ohio) Telegraph-


Forum. For $6 a week . . . .


And here is the way a more formal obit that appeared in The Washington Post begins:


Edward Lydston Bliss Jr., 90, a former writer and editor at 


CBS News who was a founder of American University’s       


broadcast journalism program, died of respiratory failure 


Nov. 25 at Inova Alexandria Hospital.  He lived at 


Goodwin House East in Alexandria. 



Mr. Bliss’s career at CBS from 1943 to 1968  included 


assignments with anchors Lowell Thomas, Edward R. Murrow


and Walter Cronkite and producer Fred Friendly. He was news


editor during the 1963  broadcast in which Cronkite  announced


the death of  President John  F. Kennedy….

The Washington Post obit ran 11/28/02.

For a writing exercise, I suggest you look at http://mervinblock.com/bliss.html.  There you will find detailed material, including Block’s eulogy in which he describes Bliss as “a gentle soul but one tough editor. I should say, one exacting editor.

“Ed left many monuments, walking monuments, journalists, teachers, friends.  So if you seek Ed’s monuments, look around you.”

Bowl Teams: High/Low Graduation Rates


Oklahoma, Ohio State, Fresno State, Georgia Tech and Arkansas are among the schools with the lowest graduation rates for their football teams, reports the Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport at the University of Central Florida.


Here are the Institute’s graduation rates for the bowl teams:

 Bowl      Teams               Overall    Football Team     African-American


                                                                  Football Players

Rose
   Oklahoma

 43
 26
                        26





   Washington State      58        54    

            44

Orange    Southern Cal            61
65


64

                Iowa 

 70
63


50

Sugar       Florida State
 56
51


48


    Georgia

 63
59


48

Fiesta       Ohio State

 56
36


27

                 Miami

 53
46


45

Gator
     NC State

 56
45


35

                 Notre Dame            85
74


74

Silicon       Fresno State
 41
29


21

Valley       Ga.Tech  
             53
33


31

Music        Minnesota
             58
44


32

City           Arkansas
             44       28                                16

Hawaii      Hawaii

 62
56


 53

                  Tulane

 70       80                                 75

Folo: Reining in Big-Time College Sports


A new coalition is taking shape to remake intercollegiate athletics, which its sponsors say is scandal ridden, too expensive and morally embarrassing to higher education.  Professors are joining with the National Association of College Boards of Trustees to:



 l. Raise academic and eligibility standards for athletes.



2. Curb athletic excesses that have led to scandals.



3. Stop the construction of new and lavish athletic facilities.


For the first time, academicians are being joined by the governing boards of universities and colleges.  The leadership in this coalition was undertaken by faculty senates in two dozen universities, most of them in the Pacific-l0 and Big Ten Conferences.  Faculty members in another 35 universities have shown an interest in joining the coalition, several of them from schools represented in the Bowl Championship Series.  The AAUP supports the initiative.  NCAA officials and college sports directors are lukewarm.


ASSIGNMENT:   Are faculty members on your campus questioning aspects of the school’s intercollegiate athletic program?

Logical Thinking




         I


The password in academe these past few years has been “critical thinking,” the kind of thinking college graduates are supposed to engage in. Nothing wrong with that.  But journalists need to engage daily in logical thinking. Such thinking leads to reporting that puts events into a context  that provides readers and viewers with causes and consequences.  Here’s an exercise you might want to try in the reporting lab:


The National Center for Health Statistics, Division of Vital Statistics, recently issued a report on the average age of mothers when their children are born.  The Center  states, “Since 1970 the data in this report show that the mean age of mother for all births and for the first birth increased 2.6 and 3.5 years respectively….There has been a real change in the reproductive behavior of women in the United States.”


You might ask the class for the reasons and see how they compare with those given by the Center:




Several factors may account for the upward trend



in mean age at birth apart from an upward shift in the age



structure of  the population of women.  Education and career



have been reported as important  factors in women’s



decisions to delay marriage and motherhood.  From 1970 



to 2000, the percent of women having completed four



or more years of college nearly tripled while the female



labor force participation rate increased 39 percent.



Contraceptive use at first intercourse, particularly condom



use, rose dramatically between the 1970s and the 1990s.



These concurrent trends can contribute to the delay



of a first birth and subsequently to older ages at



second and higher order births.  The effect of economic



cycle, social support, marriage squeeze, and marital



disruption are additional factors to be considered in



understanding  the postponement of childbearing.

                                                    II


Now for a second shot at logical thinking about the age of women at childbearing.
 
Here are the ages of U. S. women by race and ethnic group at the birth of their first child.  Explain the wide discrepancies in the ages:



Non-Hispanic White

25.9



Non-Hispanic Black

22.3



American Indian

21.6



Chinese


30.1



Japanese


30.6



Hawaiian


22.6



Filipino


27.3



Mexican


22.2



Cuban



26.5



Puerto Rican


22.4



Central and S.American
24.8


Are economic and educational factors involved?  Do certain groups stay in college longer, work longer before marriage and childbirth?  Are cultural factors involved?  In Japan, the mean age of mother at first live birth is 25.6, in the United States the mean age is 21.4.

(Update is designed to provide instructional material for news-editorial faculty members and to provoke discussion and debate about journalism and journalism education. Your comments are welcome. Material can be sent to me at mm55@columbia.edu.) 
. 

