




Update LV
Useful, Ethical?
Participant Observation as a Reporting Tool


Education reporters for years covered their beats by attending

conferences, interviewing teachers and principals and writing features 

about home-schooled children and Merit scholars. Now and then, a 

reporter would find a friendly principal who would allow the reporter to 

sit in a classroom.  A reporter for the Eugene, Ore., newspaper told 

me that he spent days in a classroom, sitting at a third-grade desk…
no easy task for 6-foot-3 Bob Frazier.


Bob was engaged in participant observation, a fact-gathering

technique used by cultural anthropologists and sociologists that  requires 
the observer to immerse himself or herself in the subject, thus gaining an

intimate familiarity with the person or group.  Impressed by the work of the 
anthropologist Margaret Mead (Coming of Age in Samoa) and 

sociologists like William Foote Whyte (Street Corner Society), journalists
adopted the approach, sometimes called immersion journalism:


Loretta Tofani of The Philadelphia Inquirer


  stayed with a heroin addict for months as she turned 

  tricks to support her habit. She watched as the woman,

  eight months pregnant, picked up a syringe and injected

  herself.  “He won’t stop moving, this baby,” the woman

  told Tofani.  “When he moves a lot it means he’s

  sick. He needs a fix.”


Leon Dash of The Washington Post spent 

  years on and off with a woman and her family.  The

  woman, on welfare and food stamps, supported

  herself through shoplifting and drug dealing. Dash showed

  her strengths and weaknesses, her love for her children.

  Drugs emerge as the destructive force, though two of  
  the children manage to escape the dysfunctional family life.


Anne Hull of the St. Petersburg Times followed

  Mexican women from their homes in a small town in Central

  Mexico to their jobs in North Carolina where they worked 

  as crab pickers, pulling the meat from hardshell blue crabs.

  Hull had originally told her editor she wanted to do 
  a piece on how these young women had replaced

  the black workers, a week or two of reporting. Instead,
  the reporting became a six-month immersion.


The plus is obvious: A deep penetration into the subject that 
allows for revealing journalism.


The minus is obvious:  Aware they are being studied, 

the subjects may alter their behavior.


 


Journalists: Mixed Feelings

Journalists have worried about the technique being exploitive.

James Agee was assigned to do an article for Fortune magazine on 
Alabama sharecroppers, farmers who worked for a share of the crop less what
had been advanced to them for seed, living quarters and tools.  These 

sharecroppers were the poorest of the poor.

Agee and his photographer, Walker Evans, spent eight weeks

with the farmers.  Fortune would not publish Agee’s work, but he turned it into

a book, Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.


Early in the book, Agee describes his reservations about 

his prying. He describes it as “obscene…to pry intimately into the lives of an 
undefended and appallingly damaged group of human beings, an ignorant and 
helpless rural family, for the purpose of parading the nakedness, disadvantage 
and humiliation of  these lives before another group of human beings… .”


Steven Almond, a reporter for the Miami New Times, spent

weeks at a housing project to disclose “what life is really like for the 

women and children living in Miami’s inner city.”  He was, he said, 

bothered by “realizing that I was merely another male figure who 

would eventually abandon the kids I had befriended... .”


Almond shared Agee’s concern.“I was exploiting the kids 
by using their lives as journalistic fodder. It was betrayal,” he said.

What do your students think of participant observation as a

reporting tool? 

The Public’s Information Sources

Commentary Replaces News 

Increasingly, we are told, people are seeking information 

from sources other than reporters. Millions tune in Limbaugh, 

Olbermann, Hannity, Maddow, Coulter and O’Reilly. Following

the death of Walter Cronkite, Time magazine conducted

an online poll to see who is “America’s most trusted newscaster.”  
The results:



Katie Couric
     7% 



Charles Gibson
    19%



Brian Williams      29%


            Leading the pack: Jon Stewart of The Daily Show, 44%.


In the October issue of The Atlantic, Christopher Hitchens writes that “if any 

one thing crucially undid the candidacy of Senator John McCain for the presidency, it was

his nomination of Sarah Palin to be his running mate.  And if any one thing undid Governor 

Palin as a person who could even be considered for the vice presidency, it was the merciless

guying of her manner and personality by Tina Fey.”


The near-compulsion to be informed has waned, to be replaced by an apparent need

to be inflamed or to have biases confirmed. Mark Bowden, the national correspondent of 
The Atlantic, writes:




And given the fragmentation of news on the 

      Internet and on cable television, Americans 

      increasingly choose to listen to only their own 

      side of the argument, to bloggers and commentators 

      who reinforce their convictions and paint the world 

      only in acceptable and comfortable colors.

Opinion-based programming has replaced news among cable TV viewers.
CNN’s prime-time news show that features Anderson Cooper was fourth and 

last in the 10 p.m. slot in October, trailing Greta Van Susteren on Fox, Keith
Olbermann on MSNBC and Nancy Grace on HLN.


The Fox network, which some observers accuse of skewing its

coverage to the political right, dominates the news channel ratings in 

prime time with its opinion-based programs that feature Bill O’Reilly

and Sean Hannity as hosts.  Its newscasts also lead CNN among the

25-54 demographic, the much-sought audience for advertisers.  For 

that group in October, CNN averaged 202,000 viewers; Fox, 689,000;

Death of the Newspaper (1)
The Consequences

What will be the result of this shift away from newspaper objectivity to 

commentary and the quick online read?   Here’s the prediction of Richard Rodriguez

in the lead story in the November Harper’s Magazine, “Final Edition: Twilight  of

the American Newspaper”:




We will end up with one and a half



cities in American—Washington, D.C., and 



American Idol. We will all live in Washington, 



D.C., where the conversation is a droning,



never advancing, debate between “conservatives’



and “liberals.” We will not read about 



newlyweds. We will not read about prize



Holsteins or new novels.  We are a nation



dismantling the structures of intellectual 



property and all critical apparatus.  We are



without professional book reviewers and art 



critics and essays about what it might mean



that our local newspaper has died. We are



a nation of Amazon reader responses



(Moby Dick is “not really a good piece of 



fiction—Feb 14, 2009, by Donald J. Bingle,



Saint Charles, Ill.—two stars out of five.) 



We are without obituaries, but the famous 



will achieve immortality with a Wikipedia entry.





The Web: No Golden Age

Locally, the desertion of the newspaper and the quality broadcast news stations
has had significant consequences.

Let John S. Carroll, the former editor of three newspapers, describe what’s 

happened. In his piece in the Society of Professional Journalists centennial 

celebration magazine, he writes that “Web enthusiasts” heralded “a Golden 

Age of journalism led by a soon-to-arrive army of idealistic citizen journalists who 

would replace the discredited hacks of the old media.”   He continues:




Here’s how that little fantasy played out 



where I live: The old-media hacks did, in fact, lose



their jobs. The Herald-Leader  (Lexington, Ky.)



newsroom is now down to 90, a net loss of 70-odd 



since the peak.  But we still await their replacements,



the pure-of-heart citizen journalists.




In the two years I’ve been back in Lexington,



I’ve never heard anybody--not a single human being—



mention a local news item from any Web site other 



than the Herald-Leader’s. There may be a few sports



blogs, and every month or so the Fairway Neighborhood



Association e-mails me if somebody’s Weed Eater



gets stolen.  But that’s about it for citizen journalism 



in my town.






What’s being lost is the daily scrubbing of 



politics, government and business by professional



journalists who know how to do it. …


Carroll describes an investigative report by the newspaper’s

transportation reporter Jennifer Hewlett. She revealed a series of expenditures made 

by the local airport manager and several of his assistants: $5,000 for one

night “at a Texas strip joint,” $3,000 on Godiva chocolates, $1,400

on two bottles of champagne,  $14,000  on hams, $7,000 learning to drive stock

cars on a NASCAR track and four shotguns, bunch of Nintendo Wii consoles, 

some Donkey Kong and other video games, tickets to a Hannah Montana

concert and so on.


“Now, thanks to Jennifer, the airport is under new management.”




The Huffington Post

In a review of Huffington’s book, Right Is Wrong, in The New Republic,
 the reviewer, Isaac Chotiner, writes:




The truth is that The Huffington Post is not just



     supplementing a print media that has long been dominated


 
     by newspapers.  It is also helping to destroy newspapers.


                 The trials of print media have been explored at length recently


    
     in a number of settings, both print and digital, and for good



     reason. But some tough questions must be asked also about


    
     the powerful digital interlopers. For the blogosphere and the



     news aggregators that dominate cyberspace are completely



     reliant—completely parasitic—on the very institutions they


     are driving to bankruptcy. …  Fire up the site on your 



     computer some evening, and see how many of the main



     stories are from The New York Times or The Washington



     Post.



Lost: Objective News

Alex S. Jones in his book Losing the News
worries that “we may be living through what could be considered 

objectivity’s last stand.”


By journalistic objectivity he means “a genuine effort to be an honest 

broker when it comes to news.  That means playing it straight without favoring

one side when the facts are in dispute, regardless of your own views and 

preferences.  It means doing stories that will make your friends mad when

appropriate and not doing stories that are actually hit jobs or propaganda

masquerading as journalism.”


He goes on: “It also means not trying to create the illusion of fairness

by letting advocates pretend in your journalism that there is a debate about

the facts when the weight of truth is clear. He-said/she-said reporting

which pits one voice against another has become the discredited face of 

objectivity.”


Jones is something of an optimist.  In the face of dying print journalism 
and migration to the bloggers and the shouters, he writes: “My sense 

is that most Americans want the same thing—that their news should 

be rooted in a verifiable reality that can be confirmed and that faithfully

represents the ambiguity that reality usually includes.” 




Reality Check


“Most Americans” want objective news? Not many share 

Jones’s assessment of the public’s appetite for news.  In fact, most 

of those engaged in forming online news ventures agree that their work 

will appeal to the few who want to be informed, and as a consequence 

they think that news purveyors will have to be freed from commercial 

support and rely on non-profit organizations and tax-deductible donations.


This is the argument of Leonard Downie, Jr., and Howard Schudson

in “The Reconstruction of American Journalism,” a study sponsored by 

the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism. “As almost 

everyone knows, the economic foundation of the nation’s newspapers,

long supported by advertising, is collapsing, and newspapers themselves,

which have been the country’s chief source of independent

reporting, are shrinking—literally,” the authors state at the outset of

their report.


In sum, as one of the founders of an online news service put it, 

“The market cannot support the kind of journalism society needs.” 

Downie and Schudson describe this as “accountability journalism;”

others define it as public service and public affairs

journalism.


These online news services have attracted first-rate 

journalists for Washington and foreign reporting. For community

coverage, Downie and Schudson suggest that in university cities

journalism students can be used.




Check Students

Is Jones’s optimism justified?  Rodriguez, Chotiner and Carroll’s 
pessimism?  Is the reconstruction Downie and Schudson suggest feasible?

 You might have your students check student news-

reading habits, whether Limbaugh, Olbermann or any of the 
TV pundits is their major source of information, whether they read 
a newspaper or access its website, view PBS, CNN, the network evening news. 

Have the class collaborate on devising the questions. The survey should 

include specific questions designed to determine whether students are aware of 

current events.  That should tell you whether the students’ news sources are

informative and whether they have an interest in news. 

. 

Death of the Newspaper (2)
Saving Significant Journalism


Are there any glimmers of life on the horizon?  Some think

so.  They find hope in the online news services such as ProPublica.org and 
Politico.com, which supply the mainstream media with political and 

investigative reporting. These organizations are managed by veteran editors and

reporters from The Wall Street Journal and The Washington Post.


GlobalPost.com offers foreign correspondence to newspapers and

broadcast stations.


These online news services are not self-supporting, but they are optimistic
about funding. Some support is coming from the mainstream media, which have
cut back on their Washington and foreign staffs.  These services may fill 

their needs at less cost. 

Death of the Newspaper (3)
If All Else Fails 


Mortimer Zuckerman, publisher of The Daily News (New York) and 

U.S.News & World Report, suggests that newspapers be allowed to sponsor

sports betting on their Web sites.  

“Newspaper owners have never gotten together

to lobby for this  because they have always been quite profitable,” 

he told Maureen Dowd, columnist for The New York Times.  “Those days are 

behind us. Newspapers are so critical for public dialogue and holding public

officials responsible. Who’s going to be able to afford original reporting

in the next five years. Very, very few.”


Nick Pileggi, screenwriter for “Goodfellas” and “Casino” 

applauds Zuckerman’s suggestion. “It would be a wonderful, huge blow

against organized crime because the money would be taken out

of what the mob gets,” he told Dowd. “And every state has a lottery

so nobody is going to stand up and say, ‘We’re against gambling.’”





Assignments

Sex Education: The organization SIECUS(Sexuality Information and 

Education Council of the United States, www.siecus.org) surveys the states for 

information about their programs on sex education and 
abstinence-until-marriage programs.  The organization has information 
about state laws, proposed legislation  and the sexual behavior of young people.

It also details the amount of money state-based entities receive for abstinence

programs and how the funds are used.


SIECUS reports that the money supports “350 programs across the 

country, many of which rely on messages of fear and shame and spread inaccurate

information about STDs and contraception.” 


Check your state and local communities to see whether they have

received federal funds and if so what kinds of programs they have financed with the

money. 


NOTE:  Some students may find the topic worrisome.   You

can assure them that the taboos about sexual matters have long been discarded.

There is a new realism in journalism. Subject matter and language once

considered off-limits is now acceptable. Here are a couple of examples 
that you might use to point to the change:




I


   In 1963, The New York Times stationed R.W.Apple 

in a Manhattan hotel lobby where President John F.


Kennedy was spending the night. While Apple was

looking for official visitors he observed “a young woman


of a Hollywood nature” heading for Kennedy’s


suite.  He called his editor with the information and was


told that “I was there to report the comings and goings


of statesmen, not starlets.”


    Recalling the incident, Times columnist Gail Collins


wrote, “If that happened now, of course the only 


question would be whether Apple could avoid being run 


over by a crew from TMZ.”




II

    Here is a section from the obituary of a fine reporter,

Jack Nelson of the Los Angeles Times, that illustrates 
the reason language taboos were discarded by many

publications. The material is from an obit on Politico.com.
   The obit describes Nelson’s assignment to open an 
Atlanta bureau for the Times to cover “the race beat” 
during the civil rights turmoil in the South. Nelson was 
in Selma, Ala., when it was about to explode. 


  After overhearing the county sheriff order


       his deputies to “get those niggers off the courthouse


       steps,” Nelson filed a story with the quote.



“You can’t use the word ‘nigger’ in the 


       L.A. Times,” an editor told the young reporter


       in an urgent phone call recounted in the award-winning


       2006 book on the coverage of the civil rights


       movement, “The Race Beat.”



Nelson fired back: “You mean you want me 


       to quote (Sheriff) Jim Clark as saying, ‘Get those


       KNEE-GROES off the courthouse steps”?



Nelson got his way and would continue 


       to offer vivid and deeply reported accounts of


       the racial violence taking place in the South … .


The Cost of Death: Since Jessica Mitford, a muckraking writer, exposed the 

exorbitant costs charged by funeral homes and mortuaries in 1963, consumer groups

have tried to lower the costs of dying. One, the Funeral Consumers Alliance (www.funerals.org) 

has member organizations in most states. The FCA describes the funeral industry as being

“riddled with deceptive practices that take advantage of vulnerable families” and

seeks to offer “meaningful, dignified, affordable funerals.” 

   
Congress and some state legislatures have passed laws regarding the burial industry.


Assignment: Gather material for an article on the cost of local funerals and burials.

Interview individuals who have buried a relative lately for their costs.





Worth Discussing


Here’s something to ask your students:

                What’s are the essential parts of a story about a new

 
naval ship being added to the fleet?


Tell them that a New York Times story about the

USS New York said that it’s “the size of two football fields…named for 

places associated with Sept. 11…built with more than seven tons

of steel from the World Trade Center buildings” and  has a 
a crew of 360 plus 800 Marines.


Nowhere does the story describe the nature of the ship.  No,

it’s not a battleship or aircraft carrier.  It’s an amphibious transport

dock ship designed to transport and land troops, supplies and

equipment.  
Worth Quoting

Fox News
Percentage of white Americans in August who said they considered

Fox News “reliable”: 46.


Percentage of black and Latino Americans, respectively, who did:

5, 11.





Harper’s Magazine





Essential 
Journalistic integrity, you know, fact-based reporting, serious investigative

reporting, how to retain those ethics in these different new media and how to make

sure it’s paid for, is really challenging. But it’s something that I think is absolutely

critical to the health of our democracy.





--Barack Obama





Online Reading

It is clear that users are not reading online in the traditional sense; indeed 

there are signs that new forms of “reading” are emerging as users “power browse” 

horizontally through titles, contents pages and abstracts going for quick wins. It 

almost seems that they go online to avoid reading in the traditional sense.





--University College London





Our Duty

But challenging authority is the duty of the press in agitated as in tranquil

times. James Madison and Thomas Jefferson understood that, even as they 

resisted press attacks on themselves.





--Anthony Lewis




The Point


Making a living is nothing; the great difficulty is making a point, making a 

difference—with words.





--Elizabeth Hardwick





Crippled Newspapers


A newspaper that is not informed throughout by a conscious point of view, 

a set of basic ideas, a public philosophy if you want to call it that, is a cripple. In 

that sense, most American newspapers are cripples.





--Philip M. Wagner




Worthwhile


Technique is hardly worth talking about unless it’s used for something worth doing.





--Pauline Kael





Historical Note


The worst of it is that each newspaper disappearing below the horizon carries

with it, if not a point of view, at least a potential emplacement for one. A city with one

newspaper, or with a morning and evening paper under one ownership, is like a man
with one eye, and often the eye is glass.




--A.J. Liebling 





Liebling Folo


Unless someone quickly finds a way to make distinguished reporting pay,

to compensate the modern equivalent of the ink-stained wretch (the carpal-tunnel

curmudgeon?) the Web may yet bury Liebling’s cherished profession.





--Mark Bowden





##
