



Update XLV
Unnamed Sources: Renewed Debate

Use or Refuse Anonymous Sources?


The issue is back again.  Better put: It never left. 
 Do we use anonymous sources in news stories?  

Jill Abramson, managing editor of The New York Times, 
said the matter has greater urgency than ever before. 

She says that in the “government at all levels and in 
the business world there has been a culture of far greater 

secrecy. A journalist’s job is to dig, expose secrets
 (as long as they matter) and present a truthful, balanced picture.” 
Digging out those secrets may require accepting

a source’s request for anonymity.

“The Times and other major news organizations have 
relied for centuries on anonymous sources,” Abramson  said. 
If there were a ban on unnamed sources, she said, “readers 
would be denied critical and urgent news in the public interest.”
Abramson cited the Times’s stories based on the confidential
Pentagon Papers, which revealed how the government lied to justify 

U.S. entry in the Vietnam War. The source was not named.
Disagreement...and Agreement
For years, USA Today’s policy has been not use anonymous
sources. Allen Neuharth, founder of USA Today, says:



I think there are few major historical


  developments that happened in journalism


  --the Pentagon Papers, maybe Watergate--

  where anonymous sources had a more positive

  influence than a negative impact. But, 

  on balance, the negative impact is so 

  great that we can’t overcome the lack 

  of trust until or unless we ban them.

   
The Associated Press and Washington Post along with the Times
allow their reporters to write stories with unnamed attribution.  

The Associated Press uses unnamed sources only if:

1. The material is not opinion or speculation and

is vital to the news report.

2. It is the only way the information is available.

3. The source is reliable

Letter writers to The Public Editor of The New York Times 
are divided on the subject. A former newspaper editor,

Matt J. Duffy, wrote, “I believe that the increased use of 
anonymous sources is one of the factors that have led to 
the decline of news media credibility.” 


Another former newspaperman, Murray Chass, differed.  
Chass, whocovered sports for 39 years for the Times, said
many of his exclusive stories“were based on information 
from anonymous sources.


“I never had to tell my editors the identity of my sources (current Times

policy requires identification) and I didn’t have to explain with 
some meaningless phrase why they were anonymous.  Not 
once in all of those years and all of those exclusives did any 

source burn me.  I, in turn, never misled the readers.” 


Chass took note of the rules the Times has adopted for the

use of unnamed sources:  “To me, even in the post-Blair era, trust 
from readers has to come from reporters’ accuracy, not the artificial 
rules The Times has established.”

Anonymity Caused Trouble

During the O.J.Simpson murder trial, KNBC-TV reported

that DNA found on a sock in O.J.’s bedroom closet matched the

blood of his murdered ex-wife.  The source was anonymous, and in

the ensuing coverage the report was found to be without factual basis.


Then there is the infamous Janet Cooke case.   For those with 

short memories, Cooke—an up-and-coming reporter for The Washington

Post—won a Pulitzer Prize for her story of life in the DC ghetto.  It featured

Jimmy, an 8-year-old heroin addict. Many of her sources were anonymous—

and, it turned out, fabricated.  Cooke had to return her Pulitzer Prize.

Woodward’s OK

Bob Woodward, who uses anonymous sources

in his work for the Post and in his books puts it this way:



When you are reporting on inside the


  White House, the Supreme Court, the CIA


  or the Pentagon, you tell me how you’re


  going to get stuff on the record.  Look 


  at the good reporting out of any of those


  institutions—it’s not on the record.


Woodward might have cited his and Carl Bernstein’s Watergate

stories, which toppled Richard Nixon’s presidency. Their major source

was unnamed, and only surfaced years later. 





The Balance


Most of the media try to walk the line between
using anonymous sources and revealing the identity of informants. 

The line is hardly straight and narrow.

  
Recently, The New York Times revealed the name of a CIA 
interrogator who used psychological means to

have the mastermind of the 9/11 terrorist attacks talk after 
waterboarding had  failed. 

Letter writers  to The Public Editor, the Times ombudsman,
objected that the newspaper put the interrogator’s life in jeopardy
by revealing his name. 

“The Times has made him a marked man,” one reader wrote.  

Clark Hoyt, the Times’ ombudsman, said the reporter and the editor 

felt the use of the reporter’s name lent credibility to the story.   Hoyt wrote:


The episode involved the clash of two cultures,


    journalism and government intelligence, with almost

    
    diametrically opposed views about openness. It raised


    the difficult question of how to weigh the public’s 


    right to know about one of the most controversial


    aspects of the war on terror, the interrogation of 


    prisoners, against the potential harm in naming an 


    honorable public servant.


In establishing the balance, Hoyt concluded, failure to use the name of

the CIA source “would leave news organizations hobbled when trying to tell the 

public about some of the government’s most important and controversial

actions.”
Technology + ?

What Should Journalism Students Be Taught?


Another journalism school announces the establishment of a

program to train students in emerging media, this one a 

“Center for Media Innovation and Research to educate students in digital

media and to conduct research in the field.”  The idea is that 

students trained in the Center will  be able to “adapt to a “rapidly

changing field.”  The cost is about $1.5 million for the necessary gadgetry

and machinery.

There is a parallel universe out there about which journalism

students traditionally have been educated—the way we live now. This

encompasses, but does not entirely contain, how our children are educated, 

the way democracy works or is thwarted, the financing of public services,

how we go about our work and play, the safety of our streets, 

homes and schools, the promises and actions of our elected and

appointed officials and, lately, the changes that technology 
has brought about in our lives.

In other words, journalism education has the dual purpose of 

giving students two sets of tools—mechanical and intellectual.   The 

question is whether the former is overwhelming

the latter, given the limited hours the journalism student is allowed

by AEJMC to spend on  his or her major. 



Bungled Information


The question occurred to me the other day while I was listening 

to a national public radio station interview with a journalist about

the sudden increase in local crime, especially breakins and holdups. 

The interviewer asked the reporter, “What’s the difference between  
burglary and robbery?” 


There was a pause.  Finally, the reporter said, “Burglary is

stealing something indoors and robbery is doing it outdoors.”


Hardly. 
As I explain in News Reporting and Writing:


Burglary is a crime against property,


     usually involving a home, office, or


     store break-in. Robbery is a crime against


     a person, involving the removal of the


     person’s goods or money with force or 


     threat of force and is categorized as a


     violent crime.


I added this bit of reportorial ignorance to a list I keep of 
misinformation journalists have passed on to the public.  Samples:
 Net profit confused with gross income; 
a suspect’s  arraignment  described 

as a preliminary hearing; a capital 

budget said to depend on the 
property tax; felony confused with

misdemeanor; the unqualified phrase 

“education is above politics”; jail 
and prison used indiscriminately.


General Knowledge Lacking

As important as mastery of the many  

technical details essential to their beats, reporters should be

expected to have in their toolbox a generous dollop of 

general knowledge, much of which they supposedly 

gained in their 16 years of schooling.   

 However, in article after article about their students 
awareness of the world around them, journalism instructors 
find their students:



 Cannot identify the three branches of 



government; do not know the number

of justices on the Supreme Court, much

less their names;  cannot name their

congressman or woman or the state’s U.S.
senators; have trouble identifying adjoining

states; cannot pick out democratic nations

in a list of countries; cannot name a single

leader of a country outside the U.S.; cannot
define New Deal, Great Depression, Axis

nations; cannot place the decade in which 
the Civil War or WW I occurred  


An instructor wrote that he asked his students to list

five U.S. Supreme Court decisions they considered significant. 

None could do so. Another said several of his students thought

Roe v Wade was about slavery. Nearly half could not name a 
single country bordering Israel.




Context Essential
Journalism students are not less informed than English

or engineering majors. But this narrow knowledge base 
prevents journalism students from the kind of 

reporting essential today—placing assertions and actions in context. 

Journalists with scant background knowledge are confined to the 

he-said-she-said style of journalism that  practitioners

of journalism have left behind.  


You would think the articles about tissue-thin student general 

knowledge and its consequences would provoke discussion
among journalism educators: Should the journalism curriculum have 
course-specific requirements for students?  Should the news-editorial 
student be required to take basic science and math courses, 
government and history courses? Should there be a foreign 
language requirement? 

You would also presume that journalism educators would 
be talking and writing about the curricular adjustments necessary 
as a result of the onslaught of technology.  About all we see are 
articles describing the latest technological advance that should 
be presented to students.

Some journalism instructors advocate requiring a  
double major. Students will be given the technology in their $1.5 million

labs plus some general journalism courses.  The content 

of journalism--what students are expected to know so they 

can handle their beats--will have to come from students

applying material from their courses in the liberal arts and sciences.




The Underlying Philosophy


Beyond the techniques and the background knowledge

a journalism education should provide is an approach to journalism

that I find best put in the graduation address

at Northwestern’s Medill School of Journalism by the managing 

editor of the Chicago Tribune, William H. Jones.


Jones had won a Pulitzer Prize at 31 for his 

series of stories that exposed widespread corruption 

in Chicago’s private ambulance services.


Jones described for the Northwestern students

the work of the journalist:



It’s a commitment to use your skills


     to improve your community, to speak 


     loudly for the victims of injustice and to


     speak out against those who perpetuate


     it. Some of the best reporting begins 

                   with a single, voiceless citizen who 


     seeks help from a newspaper that is 


     willing to listen, and to dig out the


     facts.


Jones died young, at 43 of leukemia.  A colleague 

said, “Bill hated to see people abused, especially the helpless.” 
Teaching Tools



Using the Media in Class:



      News Judgment


A pedagogical question: Do students learn as much from 

bad examples as from good ones? A few years ago, a user of my

textbook advised me to include as many failures as successes

so that students “will learn from mistakes.”  I’m not sure she’s

right, but I did step up the number of buried leads, errors of

fact and meandering copy.


Here is an  example of crummy journalism I gleaned 

from my colleague Mervin Block’s site (available via 

merblo@aol.com) that you might find useful for a class 

discussion.

In October--with the election a month away and the

economy nosediving-- the front page of the Chicago Tribune  

consisted of a story about teen-age girls going to dances 

without dates, a photo of a police officer attending

a fellow officer’s funeral that occupied one-third

of the page, a refer about the Cubs and White Sox and

a one line refer to p. 16 about the bailout.


Block picked up material about the 

coverage on the Chicago Daily News alumni site (ChicagoDailyNews@yahoogroups.com), an  
 exchange among News alumni about the front-page

play.  
Some wrote that they had given up on the Trib

as a newspaper and subscribed to The New York Times instead.
Others said the cancellations were futile, foolish,

that they  would only cost more staffers 

their jobs because the newspaper was embarked on 

a lifesaving venture that would not be altered.


Discussion: What do students think of a newspaper 
that emphasizes features over straight news?  Where does

their hometown newspaper fit in the balance of news and

features? What do they think of its news judgment? 




The Journalist as


                         Fly on the Wall


In the October/November Quill, Nicole Garrison-Sprenger

describes tips that St. Petersburg Times reporter Lane DeGregory

gave at the 2008 SPJ Convention & National Journalism

Conference.  Among DeGregory’s tips is this one:



Sit on the bench.  Be a fly on the


       wall. Eavesdrop at beauty parlors, eat


       lunch alone.


In the Autumn 2007 issue of Journalism & Mass 

Communication Quarterly, Cheryl Gibbs condemns 

a textbook author as “cynical” for describing the 
work of a reporter who “while researching a story 
about reading habits, observes and eavesdrops on library 
patrons but doesn’t talk to them (instead he plans to 
interview the librarian).”


Discussion: Is eavesdropping for information--
known in social science as unobtrusive observation--

a useful and ethical reporting technique? 


 


Assignment




The Schools


An emeritus professor of history at UCLA, Joyce Appleby,

has written:



Education has become a fertile matrix for


  expressive politics because there is no consensus


  on what either is being, or should be, done.  Even


  if there were consensus, no political  will exists 


  to raise the money that real reform would take. Physical


  plants are deteriorating, salaries turn the choice of a 


  teaching career into a humanitarian gesture, and state


  educational codes wrap the classroom in red tape. 


  Who’s going to take on all this?


Assignment:  Does Professor Appleby’s analysis

of the state of education apply to your community, and if so,

who is doing anything about reforming the school system? 

Worth Quoting



Essential


For all that the speed and the techniques and the

character of news delivery have changed… the primary 

purpose of journalism is to provide citizens with the 

information they need to be free and self governing.





--Bill Kovach




The Beloved Teacher Myth


The “beloved” teacher image is part of our American

sentimental mythology: it expresses our willingness to pay

homage to education provided it is painless—that is,

non-educational. I have long maintained that any college

can raise its standards simply by firing annually that

professor voted “Best liked” by the graduating class.





--Clifton Fadiman




Disappointed Reader


If I read something I think I know something about

in economics or trade, I often am disappointed in what I’m

reading. It’s really important to acquire a skill set to be able

to analyze complicated economic problems, science problems,

problems in religion, even in sports where a lot of junk passes

for journalism. (I could be very precise about that; some of

my less favorite people are sports journalists.)





--Henry Bienen

           Personal Note
 The Christian Science Monitor
Last month, The Christian Science Monitor became

the first daily newspaper to drop its weekday print edition and go

online. This was a great international newspaper of conscience. 
I wrote for it for many years.  When I was covering 
Central America, I sent north from Nicaragua a piece
about the cause of unrest: vast poverty and the 
unused land holdings of the wealthy. 
The Monitor’s foreign editor sent me a copy of a

letter protesting that I and the Monitor were giving support
to leftists.  Enclosed was his brief response: 
Mencher’s report is accurate.  

##
