
Update LVIII
 Foolhardy Forecasters

 Experts Proven Wrong—Once Again

It took only 24 hours to prove true the old adage,

“Never trust an expert to make a prediction, especially if

you’re the expert.”


On Sunday, the day before the Super Bowl, The New York

  Times sports section carried on three-fourths of its front page a 
  massive paean to Peyton, the Indianapolis Colts quarterback,

  Peyton Manning. An action shot of a scowling, finger-pointing 

  Manning ran down two-thirds of the page alongside hundreds of 

  words under the headline: The Grandmaster’s Next Move.”  

  A deck described Manning as possibly being “the best ever.” 

 The front page pre-game celebration jumped to a full page inside.


To almost all sportswriters, the game was worth watching if 

only to see Manning deftly dismember the Saints defense.  As one

writer put it, the Saints “have been giving up too many points,

and that’s a recipe for disaster.”

 Despite the probability of a lopsided game, more than 106 million-- 

a record for TV viewing—tuned in to see the Saints win by two 

touchdowns, 31-17.  


The next mention of Manning on page 1 of the 

 Times sports section came Monday in the fourth paragraph of the piece

 headed, THE SAINTS, DAT’s WHO:

                Only quarterback Peyton Manning stood


in the way of the perfect ending for the Saints.


And when his pass fell into the waiting arms of 


cornerback Tracy Power, Brees and the Saints  

could finally exhale.




Fabled Forecasts


The sportswriters fumble probably will not make the faltering 

forecasters Hall of Fame. After all, it was only a football game. Here are 

some of the Hall’s resident scholars and their forecasts:



There’s no likelihood that man can


    ever tap the power of the atom.




Lord Kelvin, president of




The Royal Society, 1895



Ruth made a big mistake when he gave up


    pitching.




Tris Speaker, Cleveland 




Indians, 1921



Who the hell wants to hear actors talk?




Harry M. Warner, Warner Bros.




Pictures, 1927

Ethical Tempest at the Times

Pull or Retain its Correspondent in Israel?


Early this month, the public editor of The New York Times,

Clark Hoyt, wrote that he had learned from a Web site that Ethan Bronner, 

the newspaper’s Jerusalem bureau “has a son in the Israeli military.”

Hoyt acknowledged Bronner as a “superb reporter” whose coverage is 

unbiased. 


“But stepping back,” Hoyt wrote. “this is what I see:

The Times sent a reporter overseas to provide disinterested

coverage of one of the world’s most intense and potentially explosive 

conflicts, and now his son has taken up arms for one side.  Even

the most sympathetic reader could reasonably wonder how that 

would affect the father, especially if shooting broke out.”


The column quoted Bronner’s response: “I wish to be 

judged by my work, not my biography.” He had been writing about

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict for 27 years, and “Either you 

are the kind of person whose intellectual independence and

journalistic integrity can be trusted to do the work

we do at The Times, or you are not.”


Hoyt wrote that despite his “enormous respect for Bronner

and his work, and he has done nothing wrong...I would find

a plum assignment for him somewhere else, at least

for the 
duration of his son’s service in the I.D.F.”




Editor’s Response


Online at Hoyt’s site (publiceditor.blogs.nytimes.com) 

scores of readers responded, as did Bill Keller, the newspaper’s executive 

editor.  Keller acknowledged the many protests that followed the

revelation about Bronner’s son in the Israeli military; many of them

he described as “savage partisans who make that assignment so 

difficult—and who make the fair-mindedness of a correspondent like

Ethan so precious and courageous.”


He addressed Hoyt and a media writer, Alex Jones, who agreed with Hoyt:

    You seem to think that you (and Alex Jones)


  can tell the difference between reality and appearances, 

  but our readers can’t. I disagree. …the rulebook leaves us

           wide latitude to apply our own judgment of how best


  to serve our readers, taking several things into account:


  the nature and extent of a reporter’s personal or family 


  involvement in a story, the real potential  for 


  undue influence, the reporter’s track record for 


  fair-mindedness, the risk to the paper’s 


  reputation. …Every reporter brings to the


  story a life—a history, relationships, ideas,


  beliefs. And the first essential discipline 


  of journalism is to set those aside, as a 


  judge or a scientist or a teacher is expected


  to do , and to follow the facts….My point


  is that Ethan’s family connections to 


  Israel are irrelevant.


Discussion: You might want to distribute Hoyt’s column and

Keller’s response as the basis for a class discussion.
Part II: What Students Need to Know
Putting Background Knowledge to Work


Last month, I discussed the basic information (specific 

   and general knowledge) students can be expected to command on 

   graduation.  Obviously, such knowledge helps the journalist

   understand events.  But there is another reason for knowing 

   how a municipal budget is made, why so many felony

   arrests result in plea bargaining. A wide-ranging background

   leads to revealing stories.


We know that insightful and relevant reporting goes 

   beyond the transcription of what people say and do.

   Events have precedents and consequences.  They are part of a

   continuum that a reporter is expected to provide readers and viewers.

   
Let’s look at a reporter’s thinking as she covers a fatal traffic

    accident: 

    The fatal at Sixth and Main is the

 second there this month. It’s the site 

 of a four-way stop sign. There’s a new commercial 

 center nearby with heavy traffic flow;

 
 maybe a traffic light should replace the sign. I’ll 


 check with the city traffic department: Is the 

 department studying the situation; are there 


 plans for a new light there? Are any residents


 in the area concerned? Does Mildred Gargin,

 the city council member from the area think

some action is necessary? 


What the reporter has done here is to fuse a new situation

   (the fatality) with material from her storehouse of knowledge 

   (previous fatal; new commercial center; traffic department’s 

   responsibility; role of city government). The result is a 

   revealing news story.

Today’s Students
Do They Read, Study? 

     Bruce Plopper of the University of Arkansas at Little Rock and journalism

master’s student Cassandra Webb asked a sample of experienced college 

professors whether today’s students are more difficult to teach than students 

of previous generations.  The result: 42.5 percent said yes.

      “Comments from these professors reflected frustration with students

not reading, lacking a passion for education and students having a sense of

entitlement,” Plopper said.

     Instructors have “adjusted their teaching styles by incorporating more 

technology/visuals into their teaching, by reducing the amount of assigned 

reading, and by using increased numbers of small group activities/

interactivity,” he said. 

       Although Plopper and Webb found little variation in responses from 

professors at open-enrollment institutions, as opposed to those teaching in 

selective-enrollment institutions, “one striking finding was that the fewer years

a professor had taught, the more likely that professor was to respond that students

today are not more difficult to teach,” Plopper said.

    “That nearly 60 percent of those responding to the survey did not think

that today’s students are more difficult to teach might indicate that many
professors merely find today’s students to be different, and perhaps these

professors are accommodating the differences in much the same ways 

as those who find students more difficult to teach,” he concluded.

Another View
   Denis Donoghue, a literary scholar who has taught undergraduates

for many years, says students “report that reading literature is mainly 

a burden,” even those students “who think of themselves as writers.”

     They “regard reading as a gross expenditure of time and energy.  

They are not open to the idea that one learns to write by reading

good writers,” he said.  “In class, many students are ready to talk, 

but they want to talk either about themselves or about large-scale 

public themes independent of the books they are supposedly  reading.”

First-Person Stories
Never, Hardly Ever? 
     Old-timers can recall the days when it was taboo to tell

a story in the first person.  No longer. These days, even the

   tradition-ridden New York Times allows columnists to use 

   the first-person singular, and some newspapers allow the

first-person in news stories.

     Broadcast journalists know no such prohibition. They 

contend that first-person accounts give immediacy and 

intimacy to their reporting. Sometimes, though, first-person

usage is more ego-thrusting than journalism. 

     Here’s an example of how a CNN reporter handled a story

without using  “I”:



Port-au-Prince, Haiti (CNN)—Here are some 


observations four days after Tuesday’s massive


7.0-magnitude earthquake that devastated Haiti’s 


Capital:



What images can’t convey.



What is missing from TV or the photo images


are the smells in Port-Au-Prince. Depending on 


where you are, it can be any combination of 


strong odors that you still aren’t used to after


a few days. The worst, of course, is the smell 


of death. You can find it nearly everywhere, but


especially close to collapsed buildings or places


such as the morgue, where about 300 bodies


have been placed in the parking lot.


In a poor country with few private toilets


and public facilities and a large outdoor population,


urine is a common smell.  The smell of garbage, 


which is strewn everywhere, is common, too.



Against the smell of death, many Haitians


wear masks, bandanas or even small pieces of


orange peel wedged inside the tip of their nostrils.


Many journalists wear masks, but the masks don’t


eliminate the odors, just slow them down. You bring 

the smells back to your hotel room, on your clothes,

your hair, your skin.  You want to wash them out,

especially the smell of death, but you can’t. It takes

more than soap and water. The odors have soaked

your memory

Questionable Assertion
CNN Anchor: No Broadcast Courses Back Then
John Roberts, who anchors CNN’s “American

Morning” program, was the main speaker to the ‘09

journalism graduating class at the University of Colorado.

Here are his opening remarks reported in the latest issue

of the school’s alumni magazine: 

 I envy you.  You have done something 
    I never had the chance to do. You have just 
    completed a first-class education in the art of 
    journalism.  And I--after 34 years of experience 
    in this business--am envious.  There was nothing 
    like this when I was your age. There were no 
    top-flight professors to show me the ropes and 
    guide me along my chosen career path. 
    
 There was really only one program 
    in existence at the time--a radio and television 
    arts program that wasn't even a university- 
    accredited course.

      You might show this to your students 

         and ask them if they can find anything suspicious.

      Hint: No broadcast programs when he went to college?  

Let’s see: Roberts was born in 1950. We can infer he was 

a freshman 18 years later,  1968.  At the University of Colorado,

the school where he gave this talk, broadcast courses had  

been offered for 20 years by 1968, as they were in many

schools around the country. 

Great Beginnings

How Long the Lead?

    
Every writer--novelist, poet and journalist--knows that his or

her first words must engage or lose the reader or listener.  The recent 

death of the writer J.D.Salinger led many obituary writers to recall 

the beginning of his hugely successful novel, (sale: 60-65 million copies)

   The Catcher in the Rye:



If you really want to hear about it, the first thing


you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and 


what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents


were occupied, and all that David Copperfield kind of


crap, but I don’t feel like going into it, if you want to


know the truth. 


Salinger’s beginning—more than 55 words long—is exceeded by

 the lead to his obituary in The New York Times  (almost 70 words):
J. D. Salinger, who was thought at one time to be 
the most important American writer to emerge since World War II but who then turned his back on success and adulation, becoming the Garbo of letters, famous for not wanting to be famous, died on Wednesday at his home in Cornish, N.H., where he had lived in seclusion for more than 50 years. He was 91

Which brings us to confront the conventional wisdom about 

leads, the shorter the better. But another journalistic axiom is applicable:

The lead should fit the nature of the event.

Salinger has caught the rhythmic speech pattern of his teen-age

central character, Holden Caulfield.  The Times writer might

have had Salinger’s style in mind when he wrote the lead to his obit.
    Though Salinger had not produced a work in 45 years and lived quietly 

in rural New Hampshire, he was sufficiently well known

to Times readers for it to begin his obituary on page 1 and continue the piece

for a page and a half inside. 
 

Assignments  
    Great Books

Adam Gopnik, a staff writer for The New Yorker, wrote the following

after the death of J.D. Salinger:



In American writing, there are three perfect


   books, which seem to speak to every reader and


   condition: “Huckleberry Finn,” “The Great Gatsby,”


   and “The Catcher in the Rye.” 

1. Interview members of the English Department.

Do they agree? Would they add, subtract books?

      2.   Interview students. Have they read these books?

What are their favorite books?


 Campus Giving
   Charitable organizations have been hit hard by the economic 

downturn. How has your school’s alumni association fared in 

fundraising, and what has been the experience of the journalism

department? 



News   Sources

    Conduct interviews to find out the favorite sources of news of

  students and faculty members.  Which newspapers, blogs, cable,

network news programs, Web sites? Studies indicate that 

people seek sources that support their political leanings.

Is this true of those interviewed? 

Class Discussion

What do your students think of this statement of the

proper function of the journalist:



There is a tendency to teach students

 
that it’s the reporter’s job to hold the people 


he or she covers responsible for their actions


and statements. That’s wrong.



It’s the reporter’s job to report what


people do and say and to let readers decide


about accountability.



We need to get back to teaching


reporting, not analysis.  

    


   Worth Quoting



Journalism Education


Journalism education must instill in future journalists an abiding

 sense of civic duty, an understanding that their job is to provide information

 with background analysis, context, depth, and accuracy because citizens

 rely on journalists to help them develop informed opinions and make 

 informed decisions about the nation’s policies.




--Richard Herman




Lost: Reading Ability


What we are losing in this country and presumably around the 

world is the sustained, focused, linear attention developed by

reading.  I would believe people who tell me that the Internet develops

reading if I did not see such a universal decline in reading ability

and reading comprehension on virtually all tests.




--Dana Gioia




Language


People who cannot distinguish between good and bad language,

or who regard the distinction as unimportant, are unlikely to think 

carefully about anything else.




--B.R. Myers




Student Evaluations


Students (and parents) …may well wonder whether a system

in which instructors’ annual reappointments are dependent on 

student evaluations is likely to produce professors willing to

challenge their students and uphold high academic standards.




--Michael Berube



The Newspaper and the Need to Know


It is impossible not to wonder what will become of not just

news but democracy itself in a world in which we can no longer depend 

on newspapers to invest their unmatched resources and professional

pride in helping the rest of us to learn, however imperfectly, what

we need to know.




--Eric Alterman




Good Teachers


…really good teaching is about not seeing the world

the way everyone else does. Teaching is about being what people

are now prone to call “counterintuitive” but to the teacher means

simply being honest. … Good teachers perceive the world in

alternative terms, and they push their students to test out

these new, potentially enriching perspectives. … the good 

teachers know that they can crack the shell of convention and 

help people look at the world freely.




--Mark Edmundson




New Approach


I had some dim intuitive feeling that what was wrong

with all journalism is that the reporter tended to be objective

and that was one of the great lies of all time.






--Norman Mailer

                   
Worthwhile

Technique is hardly worth talking about unless it’s used for

something worth doing. 




--Pauline Kael



Still Relevant


The worst of it is that each newspaper disappearing below the 

horizon carries with it, if not a point of view, at least a possible 

emplacement for one. A city with one newspaper, or with a morning

and evening paper with one ownership, is like a man with one eye,

and often the eye is glass.




--A.J.Liebling

                             ## 

 


