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What J-Graduates Need to Know

First-Job Requirements


I was chatting with the editor of a daily newspaper about the future of newspapers the other day.  I asked her whether she were cutting back or hiring. “Hiring,” she said. “We are managing to hold the line.”  She said that she has arrangements with the local radio and TV stations to share news, and she has put in place a website that has proved popular.  “The center of our operation is news of the community.  People read our obits, high school sports and city and county government coverage.”

 
The talk turned to her hires. “I want the person to be able to do some reporting for the obit so that it makes the deceased come to life in our pages.  I want the sports writer to be able to explain how and why the team won, not just give us a rundown of the scoring.


“For city, county and education beats, I want reporters who can enterprise stories, who don’t have to rely on handouts and meetings for news. Also, the applicant has to 

know the budget-making process.  That means he or she has to be able to do some basic math.”


Math?  She explained: “This is a home-owning community, and property taxes are always controversial.  When the local and county governments and the schools administration hand in their budgets, I want our reporters to be able to say in the very first story what their budgets will mean in terms of the property tax rates.



“Then, as the process moves along and the inevitable cuts are made, reporters have to be able to figure the rate changes.  


“Also, they have to understand that in the inevitable paring down of the budgets, there is a lot of give-and-take. The schools may have included money for school band uniforms and out-of-state trips, for example, and additional school nurses in our high schools.  The school board has set a budget $265,000 less than asked by the superintendent.  The reporter has to write a story so that our readers understand choices must be made…in this case, let’s say, band uniforms and trips or school nurses. Budget-making consists of balancing needs with available funds. These are tough decisions.  


“In other words, I want community input in the process.  I want our reporters to help our community participate in decision making.”

A Reminder
The Basics of Journalistic Practice


These days the talk among journalism educators has moved from discussions of “the new media” to the need to educate “all-platform journalists,” which an instructor defined as teaching students “to be able to shoot a video, narrate an audio clip and put up a website as well as write an article and blog about it.”  

Journalism educators are engaged in a catch-up enterprise at the same time they seek to divine the direction the media will take in the next few years. Every few years, they juggle the curriculum to make room for the newest technology, the most recent media terrain, and just as soon as that’s done a shift in the media economy calls for another revision. The curriculum must respond. 

The shifts, the dodging and the revising, dominate the discussions among journalism educators. How about pausing for a few moments to think about our mission,

just what constitutes a curriculum worthy of its place alongside other professional schools, law, medicine, education, business. Does our present course lead to a revival of the years journalism education was suspect as trade school education with no proper place in a college or university?

As a starting point, we might ask ourselves how well our students are being taught to engage in the practice of public service journalism, our rationale for journalism education as a liberal art.  Does the curriculum prepare students for the practices  Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel outline  in their book, The Elements of Journalism: What Newspeople Should Know and the People Should Expect:

1. Journalism’s first obligation is to tell the truth.
2. Journalism’s first loyalty is to its citizens.

3. The essence of journalism is a discipline of verification.

4. Journalists must maintain an independence from those they cover.
5. Journalists must serve as an independent monitor of power.

6. Journalism must provide a forum for public criticism and comment.

7. Journalists must make the significant interesting and relevant.

8. Journalists should keep the news in proportion and make it  comprehensive.

9. Journalists have an obligation to personal conscience.

Avoid Superlatives…And Yet

Are There Unbreakable Records?


Newsroom novices are warned to steer clear of superlatives—most, least; best, worst; highest, lowest.  We might add the word record to the list.  


An instructor told me he cites as a corrective for his sports-minded students the inscription on a bronze plaque that graced center field in Yankee Stadium.  Placed there in 1941, two years after Lou Gehrig, the team’s first baseman revered as the Iron Horse, had died, it read:




HENRY LOUIS GEHRIG



               A Man  A Gentleman

                                               And




    A Great Ball Player




Whose Amazing Record



         Of  2130 Consecutive Games

                                    Should Stand for All Time


As baseball fans know, the record stood for 56 years until Cal Ripken, Jr., a shortstop for the Baltimore Orioles, played in his 2,131st game.  Ripken went on to play in 501 more consecutive games, making his total 2,632, which I suppose could be  considered unbreakable since no player today is remotely close. 


The same could be said of Joe DiMaggio’s hitting streak of 56 consecutive games. Players have had 68 years to top it. You might ask your students to suggest other unbreakable records.  Here are some to kick around:



Basketball: Career points in the NBA—Kareem Abdul Jabbar, 33,387,



         1969-89.

Points scored in a single game—Wilt Chamberlain, 100, 1962.



Football: Receiving yards—Jerry Rice, 22,895, 1985-2004.



Hockey: Number of goals and assists in an NHL season—

                                             Wayne Gretzky, 215, 1985-86.



Boxing: Longest reigning heavyweight champion—Joe Louis, 




          11 years, 8 months, 1937-49


Now that we are on the subject of sports, here’s something you can use as a teaching tool.
Big-Time Fans

Covering a Girls Basketball Game


Followers of NBA and Big Twelve basketball may believe they stand first in  fandom.  Not really. Go out to one of the thousand or so girls high school basketball games and see for yourself. Listen to the broadcasts; read the coverage in local newspapers and online. Girls basketball is big news, in some towns even bigger than the male variety.  

These are some of the games that journalism graduates will be covering should they migrate to the sports department.  The principles that underlie this kind of reporting are no different from the coverage of any story.

Let’s go out to Hays, Kan., about 175 miles northwest of Wichita to watch the teams in the state high school tournament. It’s the first round and we are watching the undefeated top-seeded team from Olpe, population 504, play the Wheatfield-Grinell team, population 74 and 348 respectively, and not given much chance.

It was a storybook game.  The underdogs won in overtime, which practically everyone in the area knew by the time The Hays Daily News was tossed on the porches of subscribers.  So for his story, Mick McQueen dug deeper.  Here’s how he began his story:



Going into the first round of the Class 1A State


  Basketball Championships, Tyler Flavin knew his

  
  team could match up physically with top-seeded


  and unbeaten Olpe, a perennially competitive team in


  both 1A and 2A.



Truth be told, Flavin, the coach of the 


  Wheatland-Grinell girls team, singled his team


  out as one of the few teams that could handle all


  the Eagles had to offer.



“We’re one of the few teams down here that 


  we’re going to be able to match up with them physically

  
  and we did,” Flavin said, following the eighth-seeded


  Thunderhawks 58-55 overtime victory. …



The Thunderhawaks got the job done 


  with a heavy dose of senior post player Meagan 


  Weaver in the paint, all the while holding Olpe’s 


  starting line, consisting of a pair of 6-footers, in check.



“We knew we had some big people and they had


  big people,” said the 5-foot-ll Weaver, who poured in 25


  points on a 10-for-20 effort from the floor.  “They 

  didn’t have the matchups we had off  the bench, though.”


Notice that McQueen understands his readers know the score, the what of the game. With his interviews of the coach and a key player, McQueen analyzes the game, explaining how the Thunderhawks went about winning.


“We knew we had to shut down their big people


    and their shooters.”—Weaver.



“We just wanted to keep it close and give 


  ourselves a chance at the end.  The first two minutes


  of the overtime didn’t go the way we wanted


  it to, but we found a way to score.”—Flavin

McQueen knows the newsroom maxim: Good quotes make for good reading.  He lets his readers share the emotion of the players with this quotation from Weaver:



“We heard from a billion people that we were


  playing the undefeated team and we should be scared.


  It made us want to play even more.  They had everything

  
  and we had nothing to lose.”

       Still More Sports
Time Out for a Laugh


The sports pages can be depressing reading these days—stars admitting they played dosed up, a 20-year-old signing a $48 million contract when many workers would settle for any paying job, colleges competing to recruit barely literate high school athletes. 


Sports used to bring out the jest in sportswriters. When the home team seemed embedded in last place over the years, they would call up some old-time managerial woes:



“We had such lousy hitters on our team 


  that a foul ball was considered a rally.”



“That team was so bad, if anyone 


  got a hit he would stop at first base and 


  ask for directions.”


On dull days, sports writers with good memories, or a capacious clip file, would pull up the daffy days of the Brooklyn Dodgers. They always made good copy. One day, the story goes, Leo Durocher, the player-manager, decided to put a rookie in center field. But after the youngster misjudged several fly balls, Durocher benched him and took the field himself, only to drop a fly ball and misjudge others.  Durocher stormed from the field, charged into the dugout, grabbed the rookie by the shirt and shouted at him, “Kid, you’ve got center field so screwed up, now no one can play it.”

Then there is Dizzy Dean.  One day on the mound, he was hit on the foot by a vicious line drive.  The doctor rushed out, removed Dizzy’s shoe and examined his big toe.

“This toe is fractured,” he told Dizzy.

“Fractured, hell,” Dizzy responded. “The damn thing’s broken.”

It’s no different today.  Look at this quoted comment of Jason Giambi, an Oakland A’s player, on his first visit to the new Yankee Stadium: 



“It’s gigantic, but it’s gorgeous. I’m sure it’s like when


  people first walked onto the Titanic.”

H.L.Mencken’s Skewer

Piercing a President’s Prose


A writer described H.L.Mencken as “the greatest of all American journalists.” (Italics in the original.) Jonathan Yardley wrote that Mencken’s fame as a journalist came about “mostly because he was whip-smart and worked his tail off.”


Mencken abhorred bad writing, and he willingly let his criticism be known. Perhaps his best-known bashing is the following assessment of the literary achievement of President Warren G. Harding:



I rise to pay small tribute to Dr. Harding.


  Setting aside a college professor or two and


  half a dozen dipsomaniacal newspaper reporters,


  he takes first place in my Valhalla of literati.


  That is to say, he writes the worst English that


  I have ever encountered.


Take a deep breath before going on:



It reminds me of a string of wet sponges;


  it reminds me of tattered washing on the line;


  it reminds me of stale bean-soup, of college


  yells, of dogs barking idiotically through


  endless nights.  it is so bad that a sort of


  grandeur creeps into it. It drags itself out of 


  the dark abysm (I was about to write abscess!)


  of pish, and crawls insanely up top the 


  topmost pinnacle of posh.  It is rumble and


  bumble. It is balder and dash.

Missing Material 
Stories that Go Awry


Ignore an essential and a reader or listener is unsettled. Yet these journalistic lapses are increasingly common, even in some of the most carefully crafted and edited stories.


A long piece in the sports section of The New York Times reports that the “famous

shortstop” Miguel Tejada admitted lying to Congressional investigators in a steroid case.  Nowhere does the reporter tell us the team Tejada plays for. (The Houston Astros.)  Another story in the newspaper describes a new train service from New York City to Atlantic City. The trip takes “2 hours 45 minutes,” the Times reports. We are not told the distance. (134 miles.) 


The second paragraph of a story from Beijing about a visit there of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra states:



Among the top orchestras in the United States,


  it has the most musicians born in China, according

  
  to Li-Kuo Chang, the orchestra’s assistant principal


  violist and a Shanghai native.

What would you expect to be told next? Yes, you should learn just how many China-born musicians are in the orchestra. But the Times isn’t telling you.


We had a newsroom rule: Every generality must be followed by a specific:

A team wins. The score.



The largest budget in a decade. How large.



Survived by three daughters. Their names.



She graduated summa cum laude. From which school.



He worked for a TV station in Topeka. The call letters.

The rule was indelibly inscribed for me years ago when I called in a story about a house fire in which several people died but their pet dog survived. “What’s the dog’s name?” the rewriteman asked. 

Three Hypotheticals

Ethical Questions for Student Discussion

Nicholas D. Kristof, a columnist for The New York Times, posed three ethical problems that you might pose to your students. Here they are, with Kristof’s comments:





Chemicals


You discover that the police have seized barrels of chemicals from a group of young foreign men in town and are questioning them on suspicion of planning to poison the local reservoir. The men’s lawyer pleads with you to write nothing, saying that the matter will be cleared up and that publicity would exacerbate ant-foreign prejudices and make it impossible for them to remain in the community.

Do you write about it?


Kristof: Yes. The risk to the reservoir is such a serious health concern that it demands coverage.





Ramsey Murder Suspect


You find that the police have a new suspect in the JonBenet Ramsey case and are interrogating him repeatedly. A friendly cop lets you peek at the man’s file.  The man’s wife calls up frantically to beg you not to go public, saying an article would set off a media frenzy that would permanently traumatize their three children. 


Do you break the story about this suspect?


Kristof: No. The case is titillating but doesn’t involve serious public policy concerns (though any cable TV channel would break the story in a heartbeat).





Sexual Misconduct


You learn that the local high school girls’ basketball coach has been repeatedly accused of sexual misconduct and has left three previous schools under a cloud of   suspicion. The school authorities seem paralyzed and are encouraging the teacher to move again before the next school year, but the police have not been involved.  The coach says he is leaving the area and probably teaching.  He pleads with you to let the matter drop and hints that scandal might drive him to kill himself.

Do you write anything?


Kristof: Yes. The school system has failed and news coverage may be the only corrective oversight.





Assignment


Donors to higher education sometimes attach requirements to the donation.  One of the most famous gifts-with-attachment was the $25 million offered Yale by a Texas multi-millionaire for the study of Western civilization. The requirement: The donor would name the recipients of the named professorships. Yale turned down the gift.

More recently, John Allison, CEO of a major regional bank in Winston-Salem,  donated around $30 million to 28 schools in the Carolinas to fund a course in the “study of capitalism from a moral perspective.” One of the requirements was that Ayn Rand’s paean to capitalism, the novel Atlas Shrugged, be required reading in the course. Some schools balked, but 17 went along.


Assignment: 1. Check donations to your department, school or college or university that have been made with special requirements.



          2. Which schools accepted Allison’s provision and which received  
money but will not make Rand’s book required reading?




Worth Quoting


A university is what a college becomes when the faculty loses interest in students.




--John Ciardi


Academic tenure encourages pedants to become fossils.




--Leo Rosetn


Universities are full of knowledge: the freshmen bring little in and the seniors take none away, so knowledge accumulates.




--Abbot Lawrence Lowell


Everybody who is incapable of learning has taken to teaching.




--Oscar Wilde


The average Ph.D. thesis is nothing but the transference of bones from one graveyard to another.




--J.Frank Dobie


I respect faith, but doubt is what gets you an education.




--Wilson Mizner


Schools: A place of detention where children are placed in the care of teachers who are afraid of the principal, who is afraid of the school boards who are afraid of the parents, parents who are afraid of the children who are afraid of nobody.




--Anonymous 

                                           ##
