Update XLVII 
New York Times Reporters (and others) Botch Stories
Good Stories Obscured by Math-Challenged Journalists


Here’s the beginning of a story in The New York Times:






The murder rate among black teenagers has climbed since 2000


     even as murders by young whites have scarcely grown or declined


     in some places, according to a new report.



The celebrated reduction in murder rates nationally has


    concealed a … .


The next paragraph contains the documentation for the reporter’s

lead about the climbing murder rate among black teenagers:



The main racial difference involves juveniles ages 14 to 17.


     In 2000, 539 white and 851 black juveniles committed murder,


     according to an analysis… . 


Notice a problem here?

The lead refers to a “murder rate,” whereas the documenting paragraph refers to

total numbers. Are rates and total numbers interchangeable? Hardly. Yet the Times and other newspapers persist in confusing the two, and misleading their readers. 


The Seattle Times headlined this story, which it credited to the AP and The New York Times:



Murder rate jumps for black youths


As anyone with a smattering of math knows, rates are a better guide than raw numbers in examining data.  Look at this story in which numbers were used instead of rates and thereby misled readers.




Numbers Instead of Rates


The lead to the story about violent crimes for the year said that
New York and Los Angeles metropolitan areas led the nation in crimes,

New York with more than 77,000, Los Angeles with more than 71,000.The story then said that Miami and Houston followed.

True enough, but misleading.  The reporter had used totals instead of rates.  Large cities are bound to have more crimes than smaller cities.  The more meaningful figures are those that take population into consideration. The crime rate is based on the number of crimes per 100,000 population.

The same FBI data that put New York and Los Angeles at the top of the list of total violent crimes reveals this about the crime rates:



1. Sumter, S.C.
1,457.7



2. Detroit

1,220.2



3. Memphis

1,217.9



4. Shreveport, La.
1,123.9



5. Saginaw, Mich.
1,070.5

The violent crime rate for New York was 414.3; its rank, 168.  The violent crime rate for Los Angeles was 553.8; its rank, 86.  The national average violent crime rate was 466.9.  


(Figures are from the “City Crime Rankings, 2008-2009” in the Congressional Quarterly Press’s Fact Finder Series.)



Murder Rates by Race


Let’s return to the story in the Times about  the racial makeup of teenage murders.

If we use rates for murders and break them down into racial categories we can have a better insight into a problem that plagues many cities.


First, let’s look at total numbers of murder victims by race:



White: 6,948  (46.8% of total)



Black: 7,316   (49.3% of total)


(Other races and unknown races add to the total.)


Now, let’s introduce the population factor to obtain the murder crime rates:



White: 6,948  =2.41 (rate per 100,000 white  population)



241,167,000



Black: 7,316  =18.87 (rate per 100,000 black  population)



  38,756,000


An examination of teenage murder offenders and victims shows similar disproportions, black to white ratios. 


Years ago, the media approached such data cautiously, reluctant to stir up racial animosity. No longer. Analyses like these put on the public agenda issues that point to massive social, economic and political issue that requite societal attention.    



Math Test for Your Students

To return to the matter of numbers, can your students do simple arithmetic? Here are a couple of questions to test their numerical ability:





1. Percentage

  What is 87% of 10?

1. Greater than 10.

2. Less than 10.

3. Cannot tell.

4. Do not know.

2. Multiplication

   How much would a person pay a bank after borrowing $850 at 12% interest for a year?

Here are the answers:
1. Percentage:



 Put to high school students, only half answered correctly, (No.2).
2. Multiplication:

Only one in 16 could use sixth grade arithmetic to find this answer:



12% of $850 = $102

   

$102 + $850 = $952.

Good Journalism?
The Paid Obituary


Increasing numbers of newspapers are running paid obits.  

The Star Tribune in Minneapolis charges $10.34 a line for the first insertion, $6.25/line for the next day’s insertion with a minimum charge of $51.70 a day. You want to run a photo of your loved one?  That will be $110/day.


In Sioux Falls, S.D., the Argus Leader “provides the first three inches of all obituaries free as a news service to readers.  The charge for expanded obituaries is $35 a column inch after the first three inches. … Family members are in full control of the content and wording of all obituaries. The Argus Leader accepts obituaries only from licensed funeral directors.”


What a prescription for unlimited tedium for all readers but possibly kinfolk and friends of the deceased…. though even they would probably appreciate the nuggets a reporter would turn up that would make the cardboard cutout come to life for his or her final turn.




A Moratorium on Good Reading


Paid obits written by relatives and/or funeral directors may make sense to those in the newspaper’s counting room, but to journalists the policy seems another self-inflicted shot to the heart of journalism.  Staff-written obits are among the most frequently and carefully read features of the newspaper. The paid obit is a bore and a drag: Cause of death? Usually missing. Interesting anecdotes, incidents? Hardly ever.  Essential but embarrassing facts? Never. 


Yes, the paid death notice usually is for someone whose obit would not make the news columns.   But some newspapers charge for even the newsworthies in town. 


You think a paid obit would include this gem from the obituary of an activist for women, children and the elderly by Douglas Martin in The New York Times:


She told a prostitute she would help her get  

       job training as a secretary after her release.



“I make $500 a night,” the prostitute said.


       “Can you do that for me?”

  

“Go and enjoy yourself,” Mrs. Guggenheimer

                     replied.


Here’s the lead from another of Martin’s obits, this one about an elderly store owner:



Selma Koch, a Manhattan store owner who 


        earned a national reputation by helping women find 


        the right bra size, mostly through a discerning glance

        and never with a tape measure, died Thursday at


        Mt. Sinai Medical Center. She was 95 and a 34B.

And what about the obit of Tom Flaherty, who worked all his life as a laborer on a railroad line, like many of the Irish immigrants in St. Paul. Flaherty’s obit in the Saint Paul Pioneer Press began:


Tom Flaherty was an Irishman’s Irishman.


        a John Henry of a man who for 50 years matched


        his mighty muscle against the hardest work the

                     railroad had to offer.


Unlike the funeral homes that prepare most paid obits, reporters turn up anecdotes and incidents that shine a light into the character of the deceased.  Here’s a section from an AP obit of Francis C. Grevemberg, an honest cop in a corrupt state:




In an interview with an in-house



state police newsletter, The Louisiana 



Trooper, Mr. Grevemberg credited an AP



reporter, James McClain, with alerting him



to how pervasive gambling was in the state,

with no interference from authorities in 

New Orleans and surrounding parishes.


“So here this reporter comes into
my office,” Mr. Grevemberg said.  “I’ve been 

there less than a week, and he lays out all this

evidence of illegal gambling and he asks me,

“Colonel, what are you going to do?”  I told

him that I trusted him and I believed what 

he had brought me.


The result, the obit goes on to relate, was a crackdown on gambling and the law enforcement officers who protected them.



A Gentle Sendoff


Jim Nicholson, who wrote obits for The Philadelphia Daily News, says that when he wrote obits:



I was a giver.  I gave the deceased



     a stage-center sendoff with public recognition



     of their character and achievements, often one



     they would not have had. I gave the dead person’s


                  family my sympathy and then a tangible remembrance



     for generations unborn.  My words gave readers



     thousands of moments to remember little lives



     well lived.  Perhaps I even gave them the secrets


     of how to live one well.

Flickering Fame

A Footnote in Sports History

Quick now: Who is Mike Bacsik?


You know? Your students know?  A New York Times headline about Bacsik a few months ago read:



While Celebrity Fades,



Place in History Doesn’t


Bacsik was pitching for the Washington Nationals on Au8g. 7, 2007, when Barry Bonds hit his 756th home run, breaking Hank Aaron’s long-time career record.


A year later, Bacsik was back pitching in the minor leagues, where most of his 13-year career has been played, and where it’s likely the remainder of his baseball life will be spent.


After Bacsik had surrendered the record-breaking home run, sports writers flocked to him, and he responded with remarks that eclipsed Bonds’ routine comments.  Bacsik said: 



I put my head down for a second.



     But I’m still alive.  I always dreamed 
                 about this as a kid, but when I dreamed

                 of it, I thought I would be the one 


     hitting the home run.  But if I didn’t give 


     up this home run, nobody would remember


     me. I’m part of history.

You might present Bacsik’s remarks to your students as a case study in the use of quotations. Students tend to paraphrase, not recognizing the impact of words between quotation marks.  Here, it’s clear that the entire quotation should be used.
From the Sports Pages

More Memorable Quotes


Bacsik’s quotation may endure as long as another pitcher’s remark after a loss. The Dodgers Ralph Branca had surrendered the pennant-winning home run to the Giants in the ninth inning, and as  he left the ballpark he met a Jesuit priest.


“Why me, father?” he asked.  The priest replied, “God chose you, Ralph, because he knew you’d be strong enough to bear this cross.


Sports sections seem to spawn colorful and penetrating quotations.  Here’s another one that I have used in several editions of my textbook:




You have a better chance of being a 



       brain surgeon than you do of being an NBA

 

       player. Only one of every 10,000 high school


                     players will make the pros.






Bob Minnix, NCAA






director of enforcement




From the Gridiron


Dick Schaap, who was my colleague at Columbia a while back, had a good ear as well as a discerning eye.  One day, I asked about good quotes for the textbook. He referred me to his book Instant Replay about the Green Bay Packers under Coach Vince Lombardi.  Schaap wrote that the team’s full back, Jim Taylor, had spent four years in college “unscarred by education.”


Lombardi and fans were outraged. As for Taylor, Schaap said, “I was told that he liked it when it was read to him.”


This one reminds me of the sports writer, name unknown, who wrote of an Oklahoma University running back, “He could do anything with a football but autograph it.”





Enshrined in Bartlett”s

Most good quotations live on in the memories of sports writers. A few make it to Bartlett’s Familiar Quotations.  Here are some:



+He can run but he can’t hide.




--Heavyweight champion




Joe Louis before his bout 




with Billy Conn.



+I’ll moider de bum.




--Tony (Two-Ton) Galento




before being knocked out  

by Louis.



+Don’t look back. Something 



might be gaining on you.




--Satchel (Leroy) Paige,




aged pitcher who made the
jump from the Negro leagues

to the majors.



+I could’ve been a contender.




--Spoken by the broken-down




boxer played by Marlon Brando 




in the film On the Waterfront




written by Budd Schulberg.




Teaching Tools

Merv Block (merblo@alo.com) is a broadcast coach and the author of several books including Writing Broadcast News—Shorter, Sharper, Stronger.  He monitors broadcast writing, and here are five bloopers he found and his comments.  You might ask your students to correct the errors:
1. Now he, like I, is fascinated with massive 

construction projects.  (ABC World News.)

“That’s a lapse in the anchor’s 


like-ability. Like should be followed

by me.

2. You’ve all been on the air and on the phones

all day, and we appreciate you coming over to
help explain it to us tonight. (NBC Nightly News.)


“A noun or a pronoun before that gerund 

(coming) should be in the possessive.


So you should be your.
3. Nearly nine in ten Americans is a Christian. (CNN)
“Is “they?”  The script should have said,

“Almost nine in ten Americans are… .”

4. So a lot of numbers still to come tonight, Brian,

but that’s a first beginning. (NBC Nightly News.)


“Delete the redundant first.”

5. There once was a day when Democrats held

their convention that the Republicans would

lay low. (ABC World News.)


“The GOP would lie low. Better:


In the old days when the Democrats


or Republicans held their conventions, 


the other party would lie low.”

Class Discussion
Newspaper Reading


Only 19 percent of Americans between 18 and 34 look at a daily newspaper.

The average age of a newspaper reader is 55…and increasing. Even journalism students are among those who spurn the printed newspaper. 

Discussion:  How many of your students read the printed newspaper, read a newspaper online?  How many find news in various blogs?   Where do they think most of the material on the blogs comes from? 

Chewers and Checkers


Bill Keller, the executive editor of The New York Times, said that bloggers merely “recycle and chew on the news,” whereas newspapers like the Times practice a “journalism of verification rather than assertion.”


Discussion: Do you agree/disagree with Keller?


Assignments



Assessing the Presidential Election


Now that election fervor has cooled and the new administration is in 

office you may want to have your students engage in an election analysis. 

Just what does the presidential election tell us about the electorate?

Some political analysts contend that a major result is the demise of the South as a powerful factor in national politics.  By voting so overwhelmingly for John

McCain--in even greater numbers than its support for George W. Bush--the voters in the swath from Texas to South Carolina and Kentucky may have become “distinctly less important,” says Wayne Parent, a political scientist at Louisiana State University.  It has become “an outside player in presidential politics,” he said.


Parts of the South, particularly Virginia and North Carolina, broke from the Confederate past by voting for Obama.   These states have attracted better educated and more prosperous voters recently. The voters in McCain states tend to be poorer, less educated and whiter, a study of the results indicates.


Assignment: Interview political scientists on the campus and local politicians.  Do they agree with this analysis?  If true, how will the presidential election affect local and congressional races in 2008?

     
 Pet Burials

A growing number of people want their pets buried in a pet cemetery.
“For many people, the loss of a pet is just as devastating as it is for the loss of a relative,” says the owner of a pet cemetery in Willowbrook, Ill., who says that a typical pet funeral, which includes a gravesite, costs about $500.   
Cremation is an option at most pet cemeteries. And sea burials are also available. 
Assignment: Interview pet owners about their plans following the loss of their pet. If there is a local pet cemetery, interview the owners. General information is available at www.aplb.org, the Association for Pet Loss and Bereavement.




Endangered Rivers


Global warming, dumping, construction are among the causes of river pollution.  An environmental organization, American Rivers (www.AmericanRivers.org), lists these ten rivers as endangered:

1. Catawba-Wateree River (S.C., N.C.) 

2. Rogue (Ore.)

3. Cache la Poudre (Colo.)

4. St. Lawrence (N.Y., Canada)

5. Minnesota (S.D., Minn.)

6. St. Johns (Fla.)

7. Gila (N.M., Ariz.)

8. Allagash Wilderness Waterway (Maine)

9. Pearl (Miss.)

10. Niobrara (Wyo., Neb.) 
Assignment: Select a river in your area or region and interview officials and environmental groups about the state of pollution and the measures being taken to clean them.  Write a 300-word feature.


Dropouts

Money problems cause many students to drop out of college. Each year, 560,000 students who graduate in the top half of their class and have test scores that indicate they could succeed in college fail to earn a two-or four-year degree. There are several reasons, among them a heavy workload causes study problems and institutional support for poor and low-income students is lacking.  The dropout rate is high even among students whose family income is $50-85,000 a year.

Assignment: Interview campus and administrators about your school’s dropout rate and the reasons for it.
Worth Quoting




Accumulation


Universities are full of knowledge; the freshmen bring a little in and the seniors take none away. So knowledge accumulates.





--Abbott Lawrence Lowell





Trust


I’d rather entrust the government of the United States to the first four hundred people listed in the Boston telephone directory than to the faculty of Harvard University.





--William F. Buckley, Jr.





The Screen: Triumph of the Subjective


Now invention is again overthrowing the dominant media. A new distribution-and-display technology is nudging the book aside and catapulting images, and especially moving images, to the center of the culture.  We are becoming people of the screen.  The fluid and fleeting symbols on a screen pull us away from the classical notions of monumental authors and authority.  On the screen, the subjective triumphs over the 
objective. 





--Kevin Kelly
Stimulus
No man but a blockhead ever wrote except for money.




--Samuel Johnson





No Daydreamer


A writer is working when he is staring out of the window.





--Burton Rascoe





Stealing


If you steal from one author, it’s plagiarism; if you steal from many, it’s research.





--Wilson Mizner





Emotion


How can you write if you can’t cry?





--Ring Lardner





Dual Possibilities


Your manuscript is both good and original; but the part that is good is not original, and the part that is original is not good.





--Samuel Johnson





Obits

Charles Lamb, after wandering through a graveyard:


I wonder where the bad people are buried.





##
