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Question Assertions
Reporters Aren’t Stenographers

In days of yore, young reporters were instructed by their editors: 

“Write it down the middle,” which meant that the story should consist of what 

someone said or did. Period. That was objectivity, a sacred tenet of the trade.


These days, we ask reporters to do more. In addition to providing 

background, reporters are allowed, indeed urged, to make sure 

that assertions are accurate, so-called facts are factual. If not, reporters 

say so. 

Here’s a recent example you can present to your students to support 

this teaching point. Sen. John Thune, R-S.D., introduced a bill that would 

require states to recognize other states’ gun carrying permits.  During 

debate, Thune said that if people from South Dakota were visiting New 

York carrying their concealed weapons, “Central Park would be a much 

safer place.”

Gail Collins of The New York Times quoted Thune and then added 

the following:

       

There were no murders and three   

        
serious assaults in Central Park in 2008 

        
compared with five murders and 341 

        
assaults in Sioux Falls alone.

Unobtrusive Observation

‘Fly on the Wall’ Reporting
 Reporters are a known element in most of the events they cover,

identifiable as such or identifying themselves to subjects.  But sometimes reporters 
adopt a different approach, which Walter Lippmann described as fly-on-the-wall
reporting, in which the reporter does not identify himself or herself as such
or is a passive observer.


An example:  A reporter covering a political convention may 

seat herself in a hotel lobby and take down bits and pieces of 

conversations she overhears.  


You might want to discuss this technique, known in sociology
and cultural anthropology as unobtrusive observation. 
To some, the journalistic use of unobtrusive observation is unethical, 
akin to eavesdropping.  Others say that if done in a public setting 
it is defensible.





The Hemingway Profile


The technique has led to some revealing journalism. Perhaps

the most accomplished practitioner of unobtrusive observation is

Lillian Ross, the New Yorker writer.  Her “Portrait of Hemingway” caused 
a ruckus when the magazine ran it (1950) and is still debated.  You might

ask your students to read it.  (It’s in the book Reporting, a collection

of Ross’s journalism.) 
Ross followed the novelist around on his two-day stay in New York.

Many thought Ross went out of her way to reveal an egomaniacal
and boorish Hemingway. The New York Times said Ross had created

“an impression of an unpleasant egotist, a ‘celebrity’ who, to a 
pathetic extent, had identified himself with his own public image.”
Others read the profile as a sympathetic portrayal of a

happy-go-lucky fellow loose on the town.  The debate raged for years.

Aware of the furor, Hemingway wrote Ross, “I thought your

piece was a good, straightforward piece…. Just call them the

way you see them and the hell with it.”  Several years later, Ross
said Hemingway told her that people continued to talk to him about

her profile. “All are very astonished,” he wrote Ross, “because

I don’t hold anything against you who made an effort to destroy me and 

nearly did, they say.  I always tell them how can I be destroyed by a woman when

she is a friend of mine and we have never even been to bed and no money

has changed hands?”





Ross’s Reactions


A decade after the piece appeared, Ross decided to comment on her 
piece and the debate that followed:



When I wrote the Profile, I attempted to


   set down only what I had seen, and not to comment

   
   on the facts or express any opinions or pass any


   judgments.


But she then she adds:



However, I believe that today—


   with the advantage gained by distance—


   almost any reader would see that although


   I did not reveal my viewpoint directly,


   implicit in my choice and arrangement of 


   detail and in the total atmosphere created,


   was my feeling of affection and admiration.


   I liked Hemingway exactly as he was during

   those two days in New York.


Ross is frank about her “choice and arrangement of detail” to show

her “affection and admiration” for her subject.  This adds an interesting 

ingredient to the discussion: Can any journalist, whose task 
inevitably involves a sensibility that guides the selection
of material, be objective? Given the improbability of absolute objectivity in the reporting

process, journalists do try to keep their feelings from seeping into copy. 

It may be that although Ross may well have admired and liked 
Hemingway, her journalistic training and ethic--the precise rendering of

the man’s words and actions--led many readers to find Hemingway insufferable.

(I’ll discuss participant observation in the next issue of Update.)
Details, Specifics, Visuals
The Writer’s Art
 In these days of Twitter and such let us pause for a moment or two to consider 
the journalist-as-writer, the reporter who painstakingly selects words to paint pictures. 
       A book reviewer in The New York Times praises a writer who “explains in a 
way that makes things tick.  He doesn’t just tell you that small birds need to keep 
eating. He says, ‘A crossbill needs to find a spruce seed every seven seconds.’ He

doesn’t tell us that blubber is good insulation.  He tells us it has the same thermal 
conductivity as asbestos.  Or that a polar bear ‘enters the cold season rotund, 
wearing the equivalent of eight or 10 wool sweaters under its fur.’”

 Generations of journalism students have been told, Show, don’t tell:
“Don’t write that it was cold.  Write, ‘The thermometer
hovered at ten degrees below freezing, parka weather.’  
            It’s not, ‘The fire started in the basement.’ We write, 
‘The fire started in a pile of old newspapers in a corner 
of the basement.’”
Gene Roberts, former managing editor of The New York Times, began 
his newspaper career as a farm columnist for the 9,000-circulation Goldsboro 
News-Argus in Wayne County, N.C., where his editor, Henry Belk, was blind.  
First thing in the morning when young Roberts walked into the newsroom, Belk 
would call him over and tell him that his work was insufficiently descriptive.
“Make me see,” he ordered.  

           Roberts said it took him a while to appreciate the advice.  “There is 
no truer blueprint for successful writing than making your readers see,” Roberts 
said. “It is the essence of great writing.”




Specifics, Details

Successful writers take us close to people and events by using 
specifics, the details that make pictures. 


Edna Buchanan, the famed crime reporter for The Miami Herald, said

that in covering a murder she wanted to know “what movie they saw before they 
were gunned down. What were they wearing? What did they have in their pockets?

“What was cooking on the stove? What song was playing on the jukebox
I always ask what the dog’s name is, what the cat’s name is.”
 In his series about the shooting of a policeman, Robert L. Kaiser of the 
Chicago Tribune wrote that as the officers prepared for their shift, one put 
his “9mm SIG-Sauer P22 black and silver with a 13-shot magazine” in his holster.  
In responding to a call on their radio, the driver “mashed the accelerator with his 
size 9 boot and headed north.”  
A gang member shoots one of the officers. “With a muffled thump it 
tore into Ceriale. The bullet had a copper jacket and core of lead. It opened 
a half inch hole in the lower left abdomen just below the protective vest, flattening 
as it burrowed down below the pubic bone toward the hip.” 
To write this way, the reporter has to be alert to details, which has taken 
the form of the reminder that used to be posted on some newsroom walls: 
Which hand held the gun?




Clever Writers


A word here for the wordsmiths, the journalists whose handiwork 
makes us wish we had their facility with language.  Take the work of Ed 
Lahey of the old Chicago Daily News.  When golf-loving 
Chicago gangster Machine Gun Jack McGurn died, Lahey’s story ended: 
Jack was killed last night. He died in the low eighties. 
                              (McGurn lived on the lower South Side.)

Lahey’s leads have become classics.  Perhaps his best-known began 
the story of the prison knifing of Richard Loeb in Joliet Penitentiary.  Loeb and 
his friend Nathan Leopold--both well-educated and well-to-do--were 
sentenced to life plus 99 years for the thrill murder of a 14-year-old. When
Loeb made what a fellow prisoner described as an improper pass, 
the convict slashed Loeb with a straight-edge razor, killing him.  Lahey’s lead:



Despite his fine college education, Richard Loeb today ended 
              his sentence with a proposition.


Lahey was a superb reporter, one of the best.  Meyer Berger of 
The New York Times, no slouch himself, said, “Ed Lahey is the best reporter 
in America.” 

Reminder: As all good journalists know, we don’t write writing, 
we write reporting.

What Do They Know?
How Much Should We Require? 


Your students arrive Internet savvy.  But what about the specific 
and general knowledge essential to their practice of journalism?  
Can they identify the mayor, governor, local congressman(woman), the

two U.S. senators?  Do they know anything about the federal court system, and 
can they identify the members of the Supreme Court of the United States?  
How many of your students can name the newest Supreme Court justice and 
the retiring justice she succeeded?

 If you were to give your students an outline map of the 50 states, could
they place their home state and the one in which their school is located? Can 
they indicate where the Mississippi, Hudson and Rio Grande Rivers run?

You can probably add to this list...if you think such a quiz makes sense. 




Background Essential


Why bother?  Do students really have to know what a “party-line vote” 
means…the difference between a felony and a misdemeanor…how 
long Supreme Court justices, congressmen and senators serve… 
the purpose of primary elections… the impact of Brown v. Board of Education?  
Yes, they do in order to provide the full dimensions of the events they 
will cover. The reporter Murray Kempton said, “When you’re covering anything, 
and you’re writing about it at length, you use everything you know.  And in order 
to use everything you have to be interested in an extraordinary range of things.”  




Some Examples

Here’s an example of how reporter-provided background 
added meaningful perspective to an event:  When Mike Huckabee was the

governor of Arkansas, the state health board voted to ban smoking in 
restaurants.  Huckabee overruled the board. Reporters went a step further.  
They reported that “Huckabee, a nonsmoker, has received tobacco industry 
campaign contributions.”


More examples:


*The governor of Montana decided not to drive his Chevy pickup 
truck when General Motors broke its contract with a supplier in Montana, the 
Stillwater Mining Company, and decided to buy from suppliers in South Africa 
and Russia.  But he returned to his truck when GM said it had begun talks with 
the company. He wrote the US secretary of the treasury of his switch, the 
news story stated. Then, the reporter added: “Not mentioned in the letter, or in 
a news release from the governor’s office, was that Stillwater’s majority 
stockholder is a Russian company, Norilsk Nickel.” 

*In a book review in Slate, the author said that in “his 763-page 
memoir, Hollywood Animal,” the author, screenwriter Joe Eszterhaus, never 
mentions his involvement in an invasion of privacy suit.” That case—
Cantrell v. Forest City Publishing Co (419 U.S.245 (1974)—is cited 
in journalism law courses as one of the key cases in media invasion 
of privacy. In his piece for the Cleveland Plain Dealer, Eszterhaus 
invented quotes from a source he never interviewed.  The Supreme Court 
said he “conceded a number of  inaccuracies and false statements about 
the family…”  The court found Eszterhaus had knowledge of the 
falsity of the story and that it was written in reckless disregard of its 
consequences.




Ignorance Leads to Embarrassment
During the debate about President Obama’s health care plan, 
Investor’s Business Daily published an editorial that included this sentence:

  

 People such as scientist Stephen Hawking 
  

wouldn’t have a chance in the U.K. where the 
National Health Service would say the life of
this brilliant man, because of his physical handicaps,
is essentially worthless.

Hawking, 67, a world-renowned physicist, is paralyzed and 
speaks through a voice synthesizer. He also happens to live in Great Britain. When 
the editorial writer’s comment reached Hawking, he replied:




I wouldn’t be here today if it were not for the NHS. 



     (National Health Service.) I have received a large amount 



     of high-quality treatment without which I would not have



     survived. 
 Should the editorial writer for the Business Daily have known 
that Hawking is British? Or is Hawking such a minor figure among newsworthy 
politicians, athletes, industrialists that only science reporters should be 
expected to know where he lives?  
The answer is obvious, as was clear to The New York Times’
 London correspondent whose page-one story in the paper’s 
Sunday “Week in Review” called attention to the ignorance 
of the editorial writer:
This makes him (Hawking) a spectacularly 
                unfortunate choice to pick as an example of the evils 
    of the National Health Service, which has provided 
 
    free health care--to him, and to millions of other people 
                here--for 61 years.” 

Journalism Education Indicted
USC Dean Finds J-Educators Wanting


Ernest Wilson III, dean of the Annenberg School for Communication
at the University of Southern California, has examined journalism 

education and is worried that without significant changes, the enterprise

may go under. He is especially concerned about the publications of

journalism educators.  

In a long piece dated Aug. 27, 2009, on Poynter Online, 
Wilson criticizes journalism research: “…the academy 

must begin to produce more high-quality, relevant research that

draws on rigorous traditions in the social sciences. These tough

times demand big questions and big smart answers--not puny 

answers to unimportant questions.”


He concludes:


“…our profession needs to raise its sights much higher

and link our teaching and research to broad issues of media,

democracy and societal changes, and eschew the self-referential

inward-looking focus that marks too many academic exercises.”

Let’s see what reaction--if any--Wilson’s indictment engenders.

As I have said often in Update, journalism educators, unlike colleagues

in other disciplines, rarely engage in discussion and debate. 
Our two major publications have no letters sections, almost 

never publish an emendation or correction. 

College Advice

‘Read, Read, Read’ 


 Nine college professors were asked by The New York Times 

to call on their extensive experience for advice to students entering

college. Their comments ranged widely:



 First, find out who the good


  teachers are. (Stanley Fish, Florida International University) 



Recognize that knowing a lot of stuff won’t do


  you much good unless you can do something with what


  you know by turning it into an argument. (Gerald Graff,


  University of Illinois, Chicago)



Do ask questions if you don’t understand the 

  professor’s point. (Carol Berkin, Baruch College)


The most frequently offered advice was put succinctly by Gary Wills, 

Northwestern University:  “Read, read, read.  Students ask me how to

become a writer, and I ask them who is their favorite author.  If they

have none, they have no love of words.”


Harold Bloom, Yale, advised students to take “a voyage away from

visual overstimulation into deep, sustained reading of what is most worth

absorbing and understanding, the books that survive all ideological fashions.”


James MacGregor Burns, Williams College: “Try to read a newspaper

every day—at bedtime or at breakfast or when you take a break in the

afternoon. …  The newspaper will be your path to the world at large. … In

addition, a great newspaper will teach you how to write; most articles are

models of clarity and substance—with no academic jargon!

“Pay attention to the writer’s vocabulary, see how many active 

verbs are used, file away striking new words for future use. Study how 

articoles are structured—how the first paragraph tells the reader simply 

and clearly the subject and main points”





Writing Deficiencies


Fish and Wills were alarmed by the number of students who cannot 

write at college level.





Fish




I have taught many students whose 



   SAT scores exempted them from the writing



   requirement, but a disheartening number of them


 
   couldn’t write and an equal number of them 



   had never been asked to.  They managed to 



   get through high school without learning how



   to write a clean English sentence, and if you



   can’t do that, you can’t do anything.





Wills




Learn to write well. Most incoming



   college students, even the bright ones, do 



   not do it and it hampers them in courses and 



   in later life.




Worth Quoting
Ethics


What is moral is what you feel good after, and what is immoral is 
what you feel bad after.

  


-- Ernest Hemingway





Education




    I

Education is the established church of the United States. It is one 
of the religions that Americans believe in.  It has its own orthodoxy, 
its pontiffs and its noble buildings.




--Michael Sadler





II

The aim of education is to teach students to think, not what to think.

--John Dewey

Good Night, Prince of Darkness

Journalism used to be filled with guys like Robert D. Novak, 
sociopathic obsessives who would happily break their mother's back 
to get a story and who would sooner throw themselves off a cliff than retire 
to the racetrack or work as a lecturer at a journalism school. As Washington 
Post reporter Marjorie Williams observed in a 1988 piece, Evans and Novak 
were practitioners of  "a form of journalism unlike anyone else's—
fact-based and ax-grinding at once, simultaneously far-ranging and 
arcane. Deliberately melding their styles and even their ideologies, they have 
broken news and possibly careers." 




--Jack Shafer, Slate
Assignments




 Religious Affiliation


“None” is the only group to have gained in surveys of Americans 
asked to state their religious affiliation. The northeast is the least religious, 
with 34 percent of those questioned saying they had no religious connections.
     
Here is some national data to use as the basis for comparing 
the campus findings you make:




1990

2001

2008


Non-religious
  8.2%

 14.2

 15

Christian
86.2
 
 76.7

 76

Jewish                3.1        
   2.8

   2.7





Organizations

The groups and organizations that labor to do good is enormous.  Many 
are well known—the American Red Cross, the Audubon Society, 
CARE, Easter Seals, Greenpeace, March of  Dimes. But many more

raise barely a ripple in the annual tide of fund-raising requests. 
Here are some of the lesser-known.  Select one--or find one yourself--

and write a feature:


Arbor Day Foundation—www.arborday.org


American Rivers—www.amrivers.org


Americans United—www.au.org

Center for Biological Diversity—www.BiologicalDiversity.org


Compassion & Choices—www.compassionandchoices.org


Doctors Without Borders—www.doctorswithoutborders.org

Interfaith Alliance—www.interfaithalliance.org

Maryknoll Sisters—www.maryknollsisters.org


Oglala Lakota College—www.webmaster@olc.edu

Rails to Trails—www.RailstoTrails.org

Rainforest Action Network—www.ran.org


Simon Wiesenthal Center—www.wiesenthal.com

Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance—www.suwa.org


Student Conservation Corps—www.thesca.org


Union of Concerned Scientists—www.ucsusa.org


Women’s Campaign Fund—www.wcfonline.org




Courses

The Greenwich High School in Greenwich, Conn., offers a 
course in “investments and entrepreneurship.”  (Median household income 
in Greenwich in 2007 was $121,853; per capita income was $92,937. U.S. 
figures for the same income brackets were $50,233 and $38,615.)
 Check local high schools for any unusual course offerings and 
interview school administrators about the reason(s) for placing the 
course(s) in the curriculum. 
--0--

Note: In a previous Update, I reported that at a journalism
          
 school first-year students are assigned first-person essays, which they are 

 instructed to polish during the semester. I suggested that this is hardly 

 helpful in pointing students toward journalistic writing.  A colleague responded

  that assignments like these “help students learn to write, which English 

  departments don’t do well, probably because their faculties prefer 

 teaching literature.”
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