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The Moral Element
The Compulsion to Dig

Why did a reporter dig into the annual report of fatal motor vehicle accidents to find how many involved drunk drivers?  What compelled a reporter to investigate a newsroom visitor’s account of a judge’s racist ruling decades ago?  Why did the editors of small newspapers in the South take on sheriffs who had shot defenseless black men, a stand that resulted in cancelled subscriptions and lost advertising?

Does the press card carry with it the requirement that the journalist become the community’s conscience? Is the practice of journalism limited to the transcription of events, or is there an unwritten commandment that the journalist must dig beneath the surface event to seek out causes and consequences? 


The questions are meaningful to teachers of journalism. With the demise in many curriculums of the course on ethics, it is left to instructors of reporting and writing to explain the requirements of journalistic practice, an endeavor that differentiates it from the practice of a craft by asserting a series of ethical guidelines. These guidelines encompass warnings about errors of commission, and they refer also to the sins of omission. 


We dwell on the necessity for accuracy and fairness and the requirement that assertions be verified.  Do we pay equal attention to the journalist’s moral compulsion, that she/he act in situations in which revelation is required?  Do we stress the maxim that journalism is a moral enterprise?  Has the technology so overwhelmed the curriculum that we have lost sight of our tradition of the practice of the journalism of conscience? 

A while back, I answered my questions by adding to the standard list of news values--timeliness, impact, significance, prominence, etc--an eighth value: necessity. The seven standards involve people, events and situations that cry for coverage. These are the speeches, meetings, conferences, deaths, accidents, games that are the grist for journalism’s mill. The eighth value is of the journalist’s making.  That is, the journalist has discovered something he or she feels it is necessary to disclose.

This is the journalism of conscience, and we can see it being performed every day. It is as rudimentary as the sentence or paragraph that discloses a candidate’s purposeful omission of a vote or statement that contradicts his or her speech last night. It is the result of a deep examination of a situation—the town council members who voted themselves exorbitant salaries from the depleted city treasury, sexual predators in the clergy, contracts without competitive bidding awarded to favored insiders, inadequate hospital facilities for injured soldiers, lax enforcement of safety rules, the fact that a billion dollar enterprise paid no federal taxes.
When we hold up examples of good journalism, along with the well-written features and the succinct on-line news stories, we should be inspiring students with the work of digging journalists who made a difference in their communities.

The Aggregators
Packaging the Work of Reporters


Bill Keller, the executive editor of The New York Times, recently looked at the state of journalism and was irritated but unbowed.  He was annoyed by “Some once-serious news outlets (that) give pride of place not to stories they think important but to stories that are ‘trending’ on Twitter—the ‘American Idol’-ization of news. And we have bestowed our highest honor—market valuation—not on those who labor over the making of original journalism but on aggregation.”


By “aggregation” he means “smart people sharing their reading lists, plugging one another into the bounty of the information universe. … But too often it amounts to taking words written by other people, packaging them on your own Web site and harvesting revenue that might otherwise be directed to the originators of the material In Somalia this would be called piracy. In the mediasphere, it is a respected business model.”  He goes on:

“The queen of aggregation is, of course, Arianna Huffington, who has discovered that if you take celebrity gossip, adorable kitten videos, posts from unpaid bloggers and news reports from other publications, array them on your Web site and add a leftwing soundtrack, millions of people will come.”


He described AOL’s purchase of The Huffington Post--said by AOL to be buying a content provider--“is a little like a company’s announcing plans to improve its cash position by hiring a counterfeiter.”


In an article in the April issue of The Atlantic about Gawker, James Fallows writes, “The ‘reporting’ that staff  writers do is almost all online.”  The day he visited its headquarters the most popular item, the rearrangement of zodiac signs, was picked up from the Minneapolis Star Tribune. 
Fallows  is concerned about the “distractedness” of young people.  “Either people who manage to unplug, focus and fully direct their attention will have an advantage over those constantly checking their Facebook and their smart phone, in which case they’ll earn more money, get into better colleges, start more successful companies and win more Nobel Prizes.  Or they won’t, in which case distraction will be a trait of modern life but not necessarily a defect.”

Trudy Lieberman, a veteran health and economics reporter, says the future of journalism lies in deep reporting. In an interview with the alumni publication of the University of Nebraska College of Journalism and Mass Communications, she worries that journalism’s basic values are being swamped by the “new digital world … .  If  journalism is to be important in a democracy, we have to have reporters who will get in there and dig.”
Though concerned, Keller sees a ray of sunshine emerging on the horizon. The aggregators “seem to have realized that if everybody is an aggregator, nobody will be left to make real stuff to aggregate.  Huffington has therefore hired a small stable of experienced journalists, including a few from here, to produce original journalism about business and politics.”  Or, he wonders, could this latest move be “like hiring a top chef to fancy up the menu at Hooters.”
An Analogy

From the Bedside to the Screen

Jerome Groopman, a professor at the Harvard medical school, writes about the state of his profession.  In a piece in The New York Review of Books, he described the contrast between current medical practice that emphasizes the use of technology and the past practice of “medical humanism.”  He wrote that he led a clinical conference for interns and residents at the Massachusetts General Hospital, where he had trained 33 years before. 



At the conference, an animated discussion followed,


   and I heard how changes in the culture of medicine were 


   altering the ways that the young doctors interacted with 


   their patients. One young woman said that she spent less


   time conversing with her patients.  Instead, she felt glued to her


   computer screen, checking off boxes on an electronic medical


   record to document a voluminous set of required “quality


   of care” measures, many of them clearly not relevant to


   her patient’s problems. Another resident talked about how  


   so-called “workrounds” were frequently conducted in a


   closed conference room with a computer rather than at the


   patient’s bedside.



During my training three decades ago, the team of


   interns and residents would move from bedside to bedside,


   engaging the sick person in discussion,  looking for  new


   symptoms; the medical chart was available to review the 


   progress to date and new tests were often ordered in search


   of the diagnosis.  By contrasts, each patient now had 


   his or her relevant data on the screen, and the team 


   sat around clicking the computer keyboard.  It took


   concerted effort for the group to leave the conference room 


   and visit the actual people in need. 


Religion Makes News
The Pulpit and its Controversies  

When a book by a Michigan evangelical pastor was criticized by a widely read Christian blogger as propagating “false doctrine, “ Twitter and the blogosphere lit up. The pastor, Rob Bell of the Mars Hill Bible Church in Grand Rapids, had described as “misguided and toxic” the dogma that “a few Christians will spend forever in a peaceful, joyous place called heaven, while the rest of humanity spends forever in torment and punishment in hell with no chance for anything better.” Bell asked whether Gandhi, a non-Christian, is burning in hell. The 40-year-old pastor’s comments were viewed as bordering on heresy by some, but seen as liberating by younger church goers.  

 Scott McKnight, a professor of theology at North Park University in Chicago, said Bell’s views are welcomed by his students, who “more or less believe that people of other faiths will go to heaven.”  But R. Albert Mohler Jr., president of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, said in a blog post that Bell was toying with heresy by suggesting that people who do not embrace Jesus may be saved.

Non-Christian Targeted in Texas

When Joe Straus sought reelection as the speaker of the Texas state house of representatives, he was greeted by an email attack. Several called for Straus to be replaced by a "Christian conservative" on the grounds that "we elected a house with Christian, conservative values. We now want a true Christian, conservative running it.” Straus is Jewish.


John Cook, author of some of the e-mails, said, "I want to make sure that a person I'm supporting is going to have my values. It's not anything about Jews and whether I think their religion is right or Muslims and whether I think their religion is right. ... I got into politics to put Christian conservatives into office. They're the people that do the best jobs over all." Cook denied allegations that he is anti-Semitic, saying that he had Jewish friends and that Jesus Christ, a Jew, is his favorite person.
The blog of a former Roman Catholic bishop of Corpus Christi chimed in: 

I cannot believe that any Catholic member of the 

Texas House of Representatives could with a clear conscience 

vote for the election of Joe Straus as Speaker.  And if a Catholic

 member of the Texas House of Representatives cannot vote for 

Joe Straus with a CLEAR conscience, that member would be 

committing a serious sin by casting a vote for Joe Straus.
Straus was reelected by a vote of 132 to 15.



Covering Religion

Reporting  religion has come a long way from the days when coverage was confined to church announcements and sermon summaries placed at the back of the paper and relegated by broadcasters to what they describe as the ghetto hours. Today major coverage is given to the growth of evangelical and Pentecostal denominations and the static membership of the old-line Protestant denominations. The reports of predatory priests have resuscitated questions about the male celibate priesthood, vigorously supported by the Vatican. Candidates’ views of church-state separation, birth control, abortion, contraception and evolution result in public policy decisions that affect the general public.

Class Discussion: How relevant are the religious beliefs of a candidate for public office?  Should reporters pursue a candidate’s views on how his or her religious convictions will affect his/her decisions in office?  (You might look up John Kennedy’s speech in which he confronted questions about his Catholicism affecting his presidency should he be elected.) 
An Editor’s Reward

Eternal Respite

I came across this anonymous poem that may appeal to those who read Reporting I copy:

An editor knocked at the Pearly Gates
His face was scarred and cold:
He stood before the man of fate
for admission to the fold
"What have you done?" St. Peter asked
"To gain admission here?"
"I've been an editor, sir," he said
"For many and many a year."
The Pearly Gates swung open wide,
St. Peter touched the bell--
"Come in," he said, "and choose your harp,
You've had your share of hell."
A Veteran Teacher Laments

Why Can’t They Write?


William Zinsser, the author of books about writing, most notably On Writing Well,

is a former newspaperman who has taught at journalism programs. He writes a weekly blog for The American Scholar (www.the americanscholar.org).  What he has seen of student copy worries him:



As a teacher of writing, I don’t fret about the new


      technology.  What worries me is the new terminology.

      In recent years I’ve tutored students at Columbia 

     
      University’s Graduate School of Journalism whose 


      writing is disorganized almost beyond human help,


      but they seldom mention “writing” as what they came to

      school to learn.  They are here to study “new media” or


      “digital media,” or “electronic journalism,” or “videography,”


      or  some other glamorous new skill.  Garbed in so much


      fancy labeling, they forget journalism is just plain old


      content management.  They return from a reporting assignment


      with a million notes and a million quotes and no idea what 


      the story is about.



The reason, I assume—and I don’t expect a Nobel Prize 


      for this deduction—is that people now get their information


      mainly from random images on a screen and from random


      messages in their ears, and it no longer occurs to them that


      writing is linear and sequential; sentence B must follow


      sentence A.  Every year student writing is little more 


      disheveled; I’m witnessing the slow death of logical thought.


      So is every English teacher in America.




Scores Support Zinsser


The Collegiate Learning Assessment tests students on their writing and reasoning skills. on a scale of 800 to 1600, here are some of its recent findings by majors:



Business………
1123



Education…….
1127



Communications…
1148



Health………..
1148



Engineering…..
1158



Social science/

                          Humanities…..
1192



Science/mathematics.. 1200


Business is by far the most popular field of undergraduate study. Almost 350,000 bachelor degrees were awarded in the field recently. Next is social science/history with 170,000 degrees. 
Where Have They Gone?
Wanted: Proofreaders


A recent issue of The New Yorker ran this short item:


     From the State News, student newspaper of Michigan State University.



Students cheering for Indiana University men’s


      basketball team Saturday were scolded for using


      profound language in the stands during a game 


      against the University of Connecticut.


    They’re in deep trouble.
           Assignments
      Checking the Jocks


The University of Kansas employs11 retirees to make sure that student athletes go to class. These monitors track about 75 athletes a semester.  They work three to five hours in the morning. Each checker has 5 to as many as 25 students a day to look after.


Assignment: How does your athletic department make sure its student athletes attend class?  How many athletes over the past five years were suspended or dismissed because of grades?

                                   Births to Teenagers
Births by teenagers are at a higher risk of low birthweight, preterm birth and death in infancy compared with babies born to women in their twenties and older, the  U.S.Department of Health and Human Services reports. Here are the five states with the highest and lowest teenage birth rates for a recent year.  (Rates are the number of teenage births per 1,000 births):


      Highest

Mississippi
65.7

New Mexico
64.1

Texas

63.4

Arkansas
61.8

Oklahoma
61.6


Lowest

New Hampshire  19.8

Massachusetts     20.1

Vermont
    21.3

Connecticut         22.9.

New York
    25.5


Assignment: Find your state’s rate and write a feature about the reasons for its rate. Interview public health workers, pediatricians, obstetricians in the community.  



Non-Profits
Non-profit organizations that seek tax-exempt status are required to file Form 990 with 
the Internal Revenue Service.
Assignment:  Select a non-profit or tax-exempt organization and obtain its 990 Forms

for a story about its finances.



Teachers

A third of teachers leave within a year of their hiring and half by the end of five years.

Assignment: What are the data for local schools?  Interview a former teacher for the reasons she/he left.





Ending Sports Programs

Faced with dwindling revenue from state and private sources, some schools have selected for elimination intercollegiate sports programs that are subsidized. At the University of California, Berkeley, five programs were scheduled to be dropped after the current academic year: baseball, men’s rugby, women’s lacrosse and men’s and women’s gymnastics. The university will save an estimated $4 million as a result. Some sports are sacred, despite losing money. Only 14 of the 120 athletic programs in the Football Bowl Subdivision—the highest level of college sports—made money in the 2008-9 academic year, the NCAA reports. 


Assignment:  What is the financial status of the intercollegiate sports at your school?  Is your school planning to drop any money-losing sports? 




Professorial Blogs

A number of faculty members comment weekly or irregularly on their blogs. Some observers of their work say their online personality differs considerably from their classroom persona. Their blogs range from the scholarly to the personal.  Some address their students; others seek a wide audience. 


Assignment: Monitor the blog of a member of the faculty for a news feature.  Interview the blogger for her/his reasons for blogging.
     Worth Quoting

Teachers Count

In education, just as in every other industry, outcomes rise or fall on the performance of employees.  In schools, that means that teachers have a greater impact on student learning than anyone or anything else. 





--Talia Milgrom-Elcott





Rating Colleges

There’s no direct way to measure the quality of an institution—how well a college manages to inform, inspire, and challenge its students.  So the U.S. News algorithm relies instead on proxies for quality—and the proxies for educational quality turn out to be flimsy at best.




--Malcolm Gladwell




Writing

Writing is easy. Just put a piece of paper in the typewriter and start bleeding.




--Thomas Wolfe



Choice

We may have democracy, or we may have wealth concentrated in the hands of a few. But we cannot have both.




--Louis D. Brandeis




Inventions
Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys, which distract our attention from serious things….We are in great haste to construct  a magnetic telegraph from Maine to Texas, but Maine and Texas, it may be, have nothing important to communicate.




--Henry David Thoreau




Taxes

Taxes are what we pay for civilized society.




--Oliver Wendell Holmes




Progress
In my youth, there were certain words you couldn’t say in front of a girl; now you can say them, but you can’t say “girl.”




--Tom Lehrer 
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This issue of Update is the last for the school year.  Update will return in September. Feel free to send suggestions: mm55@columbia.edu.  You can access past issues of Update 
at  www.mhhe.com/mencher12e.  See “Update archive” in upper left corner.
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