                Update XXIII
Faculty Too Accessible?

Student e-mails to Instructors: “Informal…Inappropriate”

“Should I buy a binder or a subject notebook?” the student e-mailed her calculus instructor. “Since I am a freshman, I’m not sure how to shop for school supplies. Would you let me know your recommendations. Thanks.”  Another student e-mailed an apology for being late for class. She was recovering from drinking too much at a party, she wrote.


E-mail has “made professors much more approachable,” reports The New York Times.  Too approachable, say faculty members, who complain that the traditional boundaries that “kept students at a healthy distance” have been broached by the technology.  “While once professors may have expected deference, their expertise seems to have become just another service that students, as consumers, are buying,” the newspaper reports.

Faculty members complain that “students seem to view them as available around the clock, sending a steady stream of e-mail messages—from 10 a week to 10 after every class—that are too informal or downright inappropriate.”


You might make a class assignment to check student-faculty e-mailing.
Reexamining the Curriculum
Balancing Technology, Reporting and Writing 
 A faculty member at Cornell University was visited by a senior who had taken several courses from the instructor.  The student wondered what he should do after graduation, whether he should pursue graduate work in the professor’s discipline.

“No,”the instructor replied.  “You don’t know enough about the subject, but you write well. Why don’t you try journalism as a career.”

The popular view that writing is the basis of journalism has infiltrated the journalism curriculum and journalism textbooks despite the pleas of editors that they want more than good writers. Editors take for granted that the graduate of a journallism program can write a news story and a feature.  They want young journalists who can handle beats, men and women who understand the court systems, the way budgets are made, how schools are financed, the difference between a felony and a misdemeanor….




                      An Indictment

Several years ago I asked Bob Haiman, who went from managing editor of the St Petersburg Times to head the Poynter Institute, to assess the journalism graduates he had interviewed for jobs at his newspaper.


“They know almost nothing about economics,” he told me.  “They don’t know how  banks work, what the Federal Reserve banks do, and they don’t know how business operates..  They don’t know how their country works, how a bill goes through Congress…

“They don’t know how governments take bids and let contracts, what it means to get a variance. They can’t read the annual budget of a city, or a county or a school district.  They don’t know how to do a records search at the courthouse.”


Admittedly, this monologue was delivered some years ago. Recently, I asked a friend who is editor of a medium-sized daily what she thinks about job applicants.  She was not so dismissive as Haiman.  “They know a great deal about the technology of getting a story in print or online,” she said. As for their general knowledge, the kind of background that would guide them on their beats, she was less certain. “But journalism has changed, and we don’t do the kind of stories we used to,” she said. 






Using the Campus Media

Squeezing writing instruction, the ever-changing technology and the general knowledge essential to reporting into a curriculum with a ceiling on the number of hours permitted for the journalism major--32 at last count-- is difficult if not impossible.  Something has to give, and usually it’s the assigned reading and the lectures essential to providing students with background knowledge. 

. Many programs used to require that their students work on the college station or newspaper. But there has been a steady drift away from this requirement.

It might be time to reconsider. The up-to-date campus newspaper and station can offer students instruction and practice in technology and in writing. This would give the journalism faculty classroom time for instruction in the substance of journalism, the subject matter their students need to master to become fully functioing journalists. 
More Cutbacks 
Washington Post Cuts Staff, Asks More and Varied Output 

The Washington Post plans to cut 80 newsroom jobs this year.  At the same time, management is asking staffers to feed more material to the newspaper’s other outlets—its Web site, blogs, online chats—and to increase TV appearances and contributions to the Post’s radio station. 


“We’re not anywhere near maximizing what we can do in our multimedia presentations,” said Leonard Downie Jr., the executive editor. “We’re trying to have us all think in a different way, not that we’re newspaper people but journalists.”


Staffers did not take well to Downie’s appeal. “They want us to spend more and more time supporting these other platforms but they are all derivative of the reporting we’re doing for the paper,” said  Rick Weiss, a science reporter. With the added responsibilities, Weiss said, reporters have less time to report.  “If we don’t dredge up the news we have nothing to pass on.”


But Downie did not see a problem. “By and large it does not take a whole lot of time to talk on the radio or do an early draft of your story for the Internet.”

 The Need to Have Winning Teams
Colleges Accept Graduates of Fake High Schools

In a series of articles, The New York Times has revealed that major universities have been accepting barely literate athletes from prep schools whose enrollments were made up of basketball players.  Most of the schools had no classrooms or consisted of a single room  with a faculty of one or two, the basketball coach and an assistant coach.


Some of the students were high school transfers who could not amass the required number of credits the NCAA requires for admission to a Division I university.  But at the diploma mills, the athletes were able to acquire more than a dozen credits in a single semester.  One student with a combined SAT score of 620 was admitted to a major university on the basis of his grades in one of these schools.The NCAA allows grade averages to substitute for SAT scores, and these diploma mills awarded students A’s and B’s. Even at the schools that submitted SAT scores, the NCAA learned that the tests were administered by the so-called faculty. 

One of the universities that has benefited from these athletes is George Washington  whose basketball team is among the top ten in the AP poll and at one time this season  had a 24-1 record.  Two of its star players are graduates of the fake schools.   After learning of the revelations in the Times, the university president, Stephen Joel 

Trachtenberg, seemed surprised by the revelations.  He said he is “curious how they’re doing while they’re here.” 





Nothing New 
The president might consult a short story, “University Days,” by James Thurber, for many years on the staff of The New Yorker. Thurber was a student at Ohio State University when the university had “one of the best football teams in the country,” Thurber writes.  In his story, Thurber describes how a faculty member assisted in keeping one of the players, a tackle named Bolenciecwcz, eligible.  Thurber relates a day in his economics class:


  In order to be eligible to play it was necessary for

       him to keep up in his studies, a very difficult matter, for

       while he was not dumber than an ox he was not any smarter.

       Most of his professors were lenient and helped him along.

       None gave him more hints, in answering questions, or asked 

       him simpler ones  than the economics professor, a thin timid

       man  named Bassum.  One day when we were on the subject of

                   transportation and distribution it came Bolenciecwcz’s turn to


       answer a question.  “Name one means of transportation,” the

                   professor said to him. No light came into the big tackle’s eyes.


       “Just any means of transportation,” said the professor. Bolenciecwcz

                   sat staring at him.  “That is,” pursued the professor, “any medium

                   agency, or method of going from one place to another.” Bolenciecwcz

                   had the look of a man who ie being led into a trap. “You may choose among 

                   steam, horse-drawn, or electrically propelled vehicles,” said the 
                   instructor.  “I might suggest the one which we commonly take in making

                   long journeys across land.” There was a profound silence in which 

                   everybody stirred uneasily, including Bolenciecwcz and Mr. Bassum.
                   Mr. Bassum abruptly broke this silence in an amazing manner. “Choo-choo-       

       choo,” he said, in a low voice, and turned instantly scarlet.   He glanced 

       appealingly around the room.  All of us, of course, shared  Mr. Bassum’s 

       desire  that Bolenciecwcz should stay abreast of the class in economics,

       for the Illinois game, one of the hardest and most important of the season

       was only a week off.  “Toot, toot, too-tooooooot,” some student  with a

       deep voice moaned, and we all looked encouragingly at Bolenciecwcz.

        Somebody else gave a fine imitation of a locomotive letting off 

       steam.  Mr. Bassum himself rounded off the little show.  “Ding, dong,

        ding, dong,” he said, hopefully.  Bolenciecwcz was staring at the  
        floor now, trying to think, his great brow furrowed, his huge hands

        rubbing together, his face red.

                “How did you come to college this year, “Mr. Bolenciecwcz?”

        asked the professor. “Chuffa, chuffa,  chuffa huffa.”

                 “M’father sent me,” said the football player.

                 “What on?” asked Bassum.

      “I git an ‘lowance,” said the tackle, in a low, husky voice, obviously    embarrassed.

      “No, no,” said Bassum. “ Name a means of transportion.  What did you ride here on?”

        “Train,” said Bolenciecwz.

        “Quite right,” said the professor.  “Now, Mr. Nugent, will you 

  tell us---.”

    The story is included in The Thurber Carnival, Harper& Brothers, 1931.

     Assignment: You might have your students investigate whether your school has recruited any athletes from these diploma mills.    
It’s Everywhere

Innumeracy in the Marketplace

Last week, I needed something for guests to nibble on that evening and I went into a Dunkin’ Donuts store.  The prices were listed:



One donut ….   99 cents
                        Half dozen….    $5.99
.”If you buy one you get a penny back from your dollar?”  I asked a clerk.  “And if you buy six you get a penny back from your six dollars?”  A slow yes.
“What’s the advantage in buying half a dozen?” I asked him if there was a mistake in drawing up the sign.  No, those are correct. Well, I said, if you sell me six at 99 cents each, how much change will I get from my six dollars?


 He called over a colleague, another high schooler. They cogitated, looked at the sign, went back to work with pencil and a pad.  “You get six cents change,” one told me. 


“OK,” I said.  “Sell me six at 99 cents each.” 


 I asked who had figured out the prices for the sign. “The manager,” one of the salesmen replied.  I suggested he tell the manager to reconstruct the sign..


 Yesterday, I passed the store and peeked in: 


One donut….99 cents

            Half dozen….$5.99
                       .

Assignment: To test your students’ numerical awareness, why not put these figures on the blackboard and ask for a reaction. 
Writing Obituaries: Some Lecture Material
Do We Include the Failures as Well as the Triumphs? 

 A colleague sent me some obituaries of a chancellor at the university where we had both taught. He thought they would make  interesting instructional material. They do.  They bring up the question: How much do we divulge in an obituary?  Let’s begin with a more recent obit, the one of the Hall of Fame baseball player Kirby Puckett, who played the outfield for the Minnesota Twins from 1984 to 1995. 

The lead stated that Puckett was “acclaimed for his sunny personality and his passion for baseball.”  Despite his size--5 feet 9 inches and around 220 pounds-- Puckett “became one of baseball’s premier hitters and a star center fielder,” wrote Richard Goldstein in The New York Times. 

After leaving baseball in 1996, Puckett became an executive vice president of the team. “But he left that post in November 2002 after a stunning turn of fortune for a man considered one of the most popular sports figures in Minnesota history,” Goldstein writes. The obit reports that Puckett’s wife told police he had threatened to kill her. ”She also recounted what she said was his history of domestic violence,” the obit states. 

 It goes on:


“In October 2002, Puckett was charged with false imprisonment, criminal sexual conduct and assault after a woman accused him of forcing her into a men’s room at a restaurant in Eden Prairie, Minn., and groping her.  He was found not guilty at a jury trial the next April, but he remained out of baseball.”





Truth-Telling Obits

  While obits in U.S. newspapers do not follow the British example of including gossip and opinion,  as we can see they do cover the lows as well as the highs of the lives of the well-known. 
    In its obituary of D. Tennat Bryan, founder of the communications giant Media General Inc., The New York Times made a point of Bryan’s opposition to the desegregation of public schools called for in the  Supreme Court ruling Brown v. Topeka Board of Education.  The obit described Bryan as “a leading voice against school desegregation in Virginia in the mid-1950s,” and later in the story reported that Bryan’s newspapers “were leading supporters of the campaign of ‘massive resistance’ to racial integration in public schools….”


(I had a personal encounter with Media General in 1969 when I went around the country to recruit newspapers for the minority journalism program at Columbia University. With Ford Foundation financial backing, we would train minority men and women that newspapers and stations recommended to us. We paid the students a weekly stipend. The sponsoring newspaper or station had to guarantee to hire the applicant on graduation from our program—an essential ingredient in our training, we believed.
Media General, I was told by D. Tennat Bryan’s son, then running the Richmond paper, had no interest in the program. It was the only refusal I experienced.)







 Hinting at Lapses and Failures

My former colleague at the University of Kansa--who sent me some obits-- knew that the chancellor during our time there, W. Clarke Wescoe, was furious about the reporting of the University Daily Kansan, which revealed discriminatory practices by the university and merchants in Lawrence. The university housing office maintained two separate lists for off-campus student housing. One was given to white students, the other to students of color for places in the black section of town. Lawrence movie theaters and restaurants segregated black students. 

In response to the student newspaper’s revelations, Wescoe said he did not believe in taking action, that he preferred “moral suasion,” words the Kansan put in a streamer over its story about his reaction to the newspaper’s stories and its editorial call for an end to discrimination.  I was the newspaper adviser, and Wescoe saw to it that I was fired.  (No tenure for an assistant professor.) Three years later, the campus exploded in demonstrations..



The Suggestive Obit
In Wescoe’s obituary in the Lawrence Journal-World, his response to the demonstrations is described: “Wescoe said he hadn’t heard complaints about discrimination but that his administration would work on the problems.”  To those on the campus, the chancellor’s statement was obviously disingenuous.   Most knew that the practices that the students were objecting to had been disclosed three years before by the campus newspaper.

A graduate of the university who wrote a book about the sixties in Lawrence, was quoted in the obituary:  “He was more of a wait-and-see, one-step-at-a-time leader when it came to integration and civil rights.  I wouldn’t call him an obstacle to change, but I think he was in favor of incremental change.”
Wescoe resigned a few years later.  A former student body president who was interviewed for the obituary said, “Wescoe realized his time to lead the university had passed.”


                              Obit Writing: Routine or a Challenge?


A journalism textbook contains this statement about obituaries: “The obituary is a routine story that no reporter enjoys writing.”

Routine? The obit gives a reporter the opportunity to pull out the stops. A new book The Dead Beat: Lost Souls, Lucky Stiffs, and the Perverse Pleasures of Obituaries  by Marilyn Johnson, says the obit “contains the most creative writing in journalism.”  She credits Jim Nicholson of The Philadelphia Daily News with invigorating obituary writing in the early 1980s. Actually, good writers had for years infused obituaries with revealing anecdotes and incidents.  
 In its obituary of Saul Pett, the Associated Press’s gifted feature writer, the Los Angeles Times obit writer included a nugget from Pett’s career. He wrote that Pett began a profile of the writer Dorothy Parker this way:



“Are you married my dear?”



“Yes, I am”



“Then you won’t mind zipping me up.”


The obituary of a young Native American began this way:



MARTIN, S.D.—The icy claw of winter claimed another young life in 


       Indian Country last week.



Twenty-year-old Sidney Brown Bear of Allen was found dead

                   in the back seat of a car in Martin the morning of March 5. Companions

 
       said he had been drinking at a bar in nearby Swett, S.D., the night before 

       and fell down twice before leaving.



A preliminary autopsy report placed his blood alcohol content


       at almost four times the legal limit. …





 A  Reporter’s Obit

Reporters assigned to write obituaries dig into the person’s life for revealing anecdotes and incidents.  When a long-time courthouse reporter in Miami, Milt Sosin died, The New York Times—hardly his hometown newspaper— ran a 20-inch obituary that included this example of Sosin’s enterprise, if that’s the word:



He regularly beat his competitors, scooping them even when

                    he was old.  In a time before cellular phones, when reporters


        raced to the courthouse pay phones to call in news of a verdict, Mr. Sosin

                    carried a pad of yellow “out of order” stickers, which he would slap 


        onto a phone before going into the courtroom.



One day a young reporter, Martin Merzer, now with The Miami Herald,

                    sat beside Mr. Sosin in the courtroom.



“Hey, kid,” Mr. Sosin asked him, “have you filed yet?”



Mr. Merzer told him the phone was out of order.



Mr. Sosin reached into his pocket and showed him the


        pad of stickers. 



“He had this wonderful, evil smile on his face,” Mr.

                    Merzer remembered.

Accuracy Essential

Obituaries are second in readership only to the sports pages. And the readership is just as finicky about facts.  Make a mistake and the calls and e-mails pour in. Here’s a  story from a New Jersey newspaper that illustrates a reportorial failure:




KING D. ROME



      Age: l ½.  Highland Park

       
   King Demarest Rome died yesterday.  He was l ½ years old.

       
   He was born in New Brunswick and lived with his famiuly in

         Highland Park.


   Surving are his mother, Debra; four brothers ….


  Cremation will be private.

     A few days later, this appeared in the paper:



                          Correction

Due to a reporter’s error, The Home News & Tribune, mistakenly published an obituary for a family pet in Sunday’s editions. The obituary was published under the name of King D. Rome. The error occurred because the newspaper’s procedure of verifying all obituaries was not followed.

More on Obit Writing

Journalism Educator Strikes Out…Again

The Winter 2006 issue of Journalism and Mass Communication Educator begins its obit column—euphemistically titled Passages—with this lead to the obit of George Gerbner:




George Gerbner, 86, Annenberg School for Communications at the

University of Pennsylvania dean emeritus, passed Christmas Eve in                 Philadelphia.

               Fowler’s Modern English Usage has this to say about euphemisms:

                                       The noun…means (the use of a) mild or vague or 

                          periphrastic expression as a substitute for blunt expression or

                          disagreeable truth.

               We should add that sometimes prettying up reality leads to absurdity, as it does here. 

Episode III:Kristof v. O’Reilly
The Continuing Saga of the Reporter and the Pundit

During the weeks preceding Christmas, Fox News waged a campaign against what it called the “War on Christmas,” 58 segments in one five-day period in which the  network called on its viewers to say “Merry Christmas” instead of “Happy Holidays.” Nicholas D. Kristof, a New York Times columnist, wrote that “a better way to honor the season might be to stand up to genocide in Darfur.” Kristoff invited O’Reilly to join him in visiting Darfur where the killings by janjaweed militias have been ignored by most media. 
 “So, Bill, what will it be?” asked .Kristof in his column. “Will you dare to travel to a real war against Christian values, in which the victims aren’t offended shoppers but terrified children thrown on bonfires?”   Fox News’s Bill O’Reilly responded  by denouncing Kristof as a “left-wing ideologue” and later in his show referred to print journalists as “a bunch of vicious S.O.B.’s.”

Kristoff  then asked readers to help pay O’Reilly’s expenses for a Darfur visit, and they responded by pledging $727,000.   O’Reilly did not respond. In March, Kristoff returned to the area, without O’Reilly, to report that the massacres had spread into adjoining Chad. But an NBC crew from the “Today” show did join Kristof.
Assignments





Overseeing the Faculty


Bills have been introduced in more than 15 state legislatures that would involve the government in oversight of the college curriculum and the hiring and promotion of faculty.  The bills are based on the Academic Bill of Rights advanced by a group that contends that students experience discrimination by politically biased professors and a left-leaning curriculum. In many states, the legislation is based on materials distributed by Students for Academic Freedom. Is your state legislature considering such legislation?  Who are the bill’s sponsors and its opponents, and what is the status of the bill?

  Part-Time Faculty 


Between 1995 and 2003, the number of part-time faculty appointments grew by 43 percent. These part-timers, now account for almost half the faculty, reports the American Association of University Professors. Track the percentage of part-timer faculty members in your institution and find out the reason for the increase (or decrease) in recent years. How does the use of part-timers affect instruction?






How Did They Vote?


Does the local newspaper provide readers with the votes of your senators and congressmen and women? With the fall congressional elections coming up, these votes will be crucial in helping the public assess office holders. Assign congressional districts to students and then select five key issues for study.  The votes on the confirmation of Samuel A. Alito Jr. can be used.  On Jan. 30, the Senate voted 75 to 25 to end the debate.  The next day, it voted 58 to 42 for confirmation.  Were the votes of your senators reported in newspapers around the state? 





Skin Color


Discrimination based on the basis of a person’s skin color has included an intra-racial “obsession,” says an African-American cleric. The Rev. John Johnson says that distinctions are made on the “subtle differences of an individual’s skin color.” Check with members of minority groups on campus and interview members of the sociology department: Is this “obsession” in play today?

                                                         Briefs




   Journalism Programs Bypassed
“We need to get more better people into journalism,” said Steven Brill, a  journalist and entrepreneur who founded American Lawyer and Court TV.  To do so, he donated $1 million to Yale, which has no journalism program. In accepting the money, the dean of the undergraduate college said, “Our goal is not to do something ‘vocational,’ nor to create anything that would be confused with a journalism major, which we have no plans to develop.”  An official said the money would be used to help students learn to write better.




Historical Note: Loved by None
The New York Evening World’s local staff was ruled by Charles E. Chapin, the coldly efficient city editor 80 years ago.  Some of his reporters even thought him a sadist. He fired reporters for being late or writing a bad lead. On hearing Chapin was ill, one of his staffers, Irvin S. Cobb, remarked, “I trust it’s nothing trivial.” Students with an interest in journalism history might want to track down Chapin and learn about his fate.



 Training Journalism Students
The current issue of Nieman Reports, Spring 2006, contains a section “Newspapers’ Survival” that includes articles by Peg Finucane of Hofstra University’s School of Communication, Joel  Kaplan of the Newhouse School of Public Communications at Syracuse  University and yours truly.  The three of us address the effects of the changing media on journalism education and the students’ interests and capabilities. . 

 Finucane says of the training of journalism students, “There is no blueprint for this effort, and many newspapers cannot define what they want our journalism graduates to know or do.” Kaplan writes, “The truth is that most students no longer care about news, period.”  I say, “Journalism educators are in a state of disquiet, if not distress, at their students’ lack of the broad background essential for independent journalism.”




Worth Quoting
Ted Koppel on the TV Audience

…in television news these days, the programs are being shaped to attract, most particularly, 18-34-year old viewers. They, in turn, are presumed to be partly brain-dead—though not so insensible as to be unmoved by the blandishments of sponsors. 

         Exceptions, it should be noted, remain.  Thus it is that the evening news broadcasts of ABC, CBS and NBC are liberally studded with advertisements that clearly cater to older Americans. But this is a holdover from another era: the last gathering of more than 30 million tribal elders, as they clench their dentures while struggling to control esophageal eruptions of stomach acid to watch “The News.”





Writing for a Living


Q. You have a reputation as being not only a very hard-working but also a long-suffering writer.  Is it deserved?


A. (John McPhee, a New Yorker writer) If anyone has an alternative to writing for a living, he should take it.





The Fourth Estate


From a review by Walter Isaacson  in The New York Times of James Risen’s State of War: The Secret History of the CIA and the Bush Administration:


Whether torture or wiretapping, the news media have become a defacto fourth branch that provides some small check on executive power. That is why so many concerned or disgruntled sources, especially from within the intelligence agencies
came forward to give Risen information.





Hard Work + Background = Insights

“Before the gates of excellence the high Gods have placed sweat.”  …creativity is a product of hard work.  Almost all creative geniuses have had a preoccupation with work.  This in turn led to each person’s gaining a knowledge base from which the ideas that fostered great innovation emerged. The emergence of these ideas, although it may come suddenly, is not necessarily mysterious, but appears to be a special case of the transfer of learning, a well established psychological phenomenon.  Nothing that was not already in the creator’s mind comes forth, but what is produced is old information put to new use or configured differently than it was before.




--Mary L. Tenopyr



          Class Discussion
`




             Mentors and Models

In an obituary of the sportscaster Curt Gowdy, the writer said Gowdy “modeled his objective style on that of the great announcer Red Barber, who called games for the Brooklyn Dodgers and the New York Yankees.” Gowdy also admired Mel Allen, with whom he worked as a young sportscaster.  Allen taught him timing and organization, Gowdy said.


Veteran reporter Joe Galloway, who went from a small Texas daily newspaper to become an award-winning war correspondent, said he learned his journalism from an old-timer on the staff of a small Texas daily. 


Who are the journalists your students admire and learn from?
