 


 Update XXVII

New Path in Obits
A Congressman’s Survivors


Gerry E. Studds was the first openly gay member of Congress.  A Democrat who represented Cape Cod and nearby fishing villages, Studds served from 1973 until 1997, 12 terms. He was censured by the House in 1983 for having had an affair 10 years before with a 17-year-old congressional page.  His constituents returned him to Congress despite the censure. 


In Studds’ lengthy obituary in The New York Times, his long-time partner, Dean T. Hara, is quoted: “Gerry often said that it was the fight for gay and lesbian equality that was the last great civil rights chapter in modern American history.”  Then the survivors are listed:



In addition to Mr. Hara, Mr. Studds is survived by his


brother, Colin Studds,
his sister-in-law, Mary Lou Studds; his sister, 


Gaynor Stewart; four nephews; and his English springer spaniel


Bonnie. 

                                   -0-


Speaking of obits, the Kenosha News obit for Samuel Lee Taylor said Taylor “passed away unexpectedly in a motorcycle accident.”

What vs. How

What Should a Journalism Student Know?
    

When I sat on the bench I always wondered

about any reporter I saw in my courtroom. Often 


I knew that the reporter had no idea what I was


doing, what the judicial system was about,


what the language in the courtroom meant, 

and what rights were being protected and advanced


through the legal system.



--Thomas S. Hodson


Should journalism graduates know what the judicial system

is about? Should they know something about municipal budget-making, about the interaction of service-demanding groups and the money-providing constituencies in establishing a budget?  Should journalism students be taught something about business and the economy—what the SEC and the Federal Reserve do; the definitions  of  progressive and recessive taxes?

Is it unreasonable to see to it that journalism students are taught something about zoning and planning boards; how the school system is financed; the role race and class play in politics and governance; what an infant mortality rate is; how to derive a percentage, a ratio and a rate?  


                       Instructional Emphasis is Elsewhere

 Judging from the discussions I see in our publications and on the journalism  listserv, the subjects journalism instructors gravitate to involve writing techniques and technology. Granted, journalism graduates should be able to write a news story and that they should be up-to-date on the latest technical skills they will need on the job.  But to what end are these skills marshaled? Obviously, to inform the public, to give readers, viewers, listeners relevant information, useful material that will guide their decisions in the marketplace, at the polls and in handling life’s daily demands rationally and decisively.  
 Walter Lippmann described the journalist’s task as “one of the truly sacred and priestly offices in a democracy.”  That task, he wrote,  consists of “selecting and ordering” the “incredible medley of fact, propaganda, rumor, suspicion, clues, hopes and fears” that journalists encounter in their work.
 But unless the journalist’s work is informed by a bedrock of knowledge, the selecting and ordering is left to the manipulators of information.  Untrained journalists become passive conveyors of information.


The Comprehensive Curriculum

If journalists should know something about the way things work in the real world out there, what, then, is the responsibility of the journalism program?  Can the faculty define the background knowledge that every student should master before graduating? The content of this storehouse need not be filled exclusively by courses in the journalism program. There are plenty of relevant courses in the college catalogue. This might mean a course-specific journalism program, a blend of required journalism and liberal arts courses. 

Years ago, when I was teaching in an undergraduate program, I read about an AP survey of journalism graduates that reported that most young journalists said their courses had  adequately prepared them to write a news story but had failed to give them the background to cover their beats with insight. In short, they knew how to write but were unsure about what to write. They said they had trouble exercising independent judgment and had to lean too heavily on their sources.

  As a consequence, I put greater emphasis on subject matter in my courses.  Also,  I suggested to my students that they take certain courses to augment their journalism studies. Some did; some didn’t. Those who did told me that they went into their first jobs with confidence they could handle the beats assigned to them.
 Some instructors encourage their students to take a double major, journalism and a course of study that will help them in their work as reporters. 


  Objections Galore 
I’m not optimistic about implementation of this suggestion for a course-specific journalism curriculum. I can see massive objections from students.  I recall one student telling me in the course of a lecture on the utility of math, “I didn’t come here to do arithmetic. I came here to learn to write.” As for teaching students something about local government, here is the comment of a student from her course evaluation:


Please I am going places, don’t hold us down to

 local gov’t just because some people are too stupid to get

a  better job. … I am not going to report on government—it is

a horrible class, and a big waist of my precious time. 

Useful Data for a Student  Assignment

How Healthy Is Your State?


The Morgan Quitno Corporation of Lawrence, Kan., issues annual reports on crime, education, health and other topics that are useful to journalists. Its 2006 report gave the “Healthiest State Award” to Vermont, the fifth time in the last six years that state won the award.  Here are Morgan Quitno’s rankings for the five healthiest and the five least healthy states:


     Top                                       Bottom
1. Vermont                          50. Mississippi

2. New Hampshire
        49. New Mexico

3. Minnesota                       48. Louisiana

4. Maine
                    47. Nevada

5. Iowa                                46. Texas

Some of the factors considered in these assessments include: teenage birth rate, infant mortality rate, percent of population not covered by health insurance, AIDS rate, percent of adults who smoke, percent of adults who are binge drinkers, percent of children aged 19-35 months who are immunized, obesity. 
Students can seek out your state’s rankings in several of these categories. For example, Mississippi, Louisiana, Tennessee, Arkansas and Michigan had the highest infant mortality rates recently, and New Hampshire, Minnesota, Maine, California and Vermont the lowest. 
Writing Problems
An Easier Path to Correcting Student Copy
I asked an instructor to list some of the most frequent problems he encounters in the copy he reads.  He offered the following, which could serve as the basis of a list you might hand out to students, said list saving you time and exasperation. When you encounter one of these errors, simply indicate the number that describes it:

1. Not enough self-editing.  An obvious first draft that you took no time to work over.  Did you ask yourself whether this word, this sentence, this paragraph moves the story forward logically?

2.  Wrong lead.  You’ve backed into the story. Get to the important action, the significant remark in the lead. 
3.  Poor organization. The story zigs and zags.  Keep like things together.

4. Misuse of the delayed lead. This is a hard news story that takes a direct lead. 
5.  Overwriting. You don’t have to use every quote, every observation.


Quality, not quantity, counts. 

6. Dull.  Passive construction. Poorly selected verbs. Long,

 involved sentences. Lack of pertinent quotes.   
A Journalism Educator Void 
A Suggested Policy on Corrections
A colleague who read in Update XXVI about the refusal of Journalism Educator to run a correction of an error in a book review sent along these sections from The New York Times policy on corrections:

  

We correct every factual error we learn about, including 


misspellings of names, though not routine typographical errors 


in common words. 



…we run a correction whether or not the complaining party 


desires one.. …



We consider it an ethical responsibility to investigate complaints

immediately and if a correction is warranted, to print it very promptly.


From my correspondence with the editors of Journalism Educator, I gather that  the journal has no written policy on corrections.  Apparently, the editor makes decisions on an ad hoc basis.
A Page from the Past
More about Courage on the Editorial Page
 I don’t know whether the history of journalism course is  required in any journalism program, but it seems to me that journalism instructors have an obligation to show those beginning their studies the courage of editors who defended the powerless, sometimes in the face of advertiser boycotts and personal threats. You might want to show students that the editorial page has a distinguished history, that some editors had no hesitation in confronting power and in taking a position contrary to majority opinion in their communities.
Hodding Carter took on the white community in his small-town newspaper, the Delta Democrat-Times in Greenville, Miss., when it objected to listing black veterans on the town’s World War II honor roll.  His editorial was titled, “Our Honor Roll Is a Monument to Intolerance and Timidity.”

When the White Citizens’ Councils resisted the Supreme Court’s school desegregation decision, Carter spoke out against the Councils. In response, the Mississippi House of Representatives formally denounced Carter, whereupon Carter responded in an editorial: 

By a vote of 89 to 19 the Mississippi House of Representatives

has resolved the editor of  this newspaper into a liar because


of an article I wrote. .. If this charge were true it would make me


well qualified to serve with that body.  It is not true.  So … I herewith 


resolve by a vote of 1 to 0 that there are 89 liars in the State Legislature,


beginning with Speaker Silvers and working on down to Rep. Ed Windham


of Prentiss. Whose name is fittingly made up of the words ‘wind’ and ham.’ …


Meanwhile, those 89 character mobbers can go to hell collectively or


singly and wait there until I back down. They needn’t plan on returning.


Ralph McGill, the editor of The Atlanta Constitution, during the civil rights struggles, said:



I believe in being strongly partisan on issues which require a


choice. There are some newspapers which are mute and others


which carefully engage only editors with chronic laryngitis. But there


comes a time when one must hit the issue right on the nose or turn tail and 


die a little.
And Pages from the Present



The Financial Times, whose readers are conservative business people, did not cater to them in the newspaper’s lead editorial on election day.  The editorial excoriated   the GOP Congress:  “…what is beyond doubt is that with their arrogance and incompetence, their meretricious moralizing and blatant corruption, the Republicans richly deserve to lose their majority… Power has corrupted the ruling party.”

On the Nieman Foundation blog (www.NiemanWatchdog.org), Gilbert Cranberg, formerly the editor of the editorial pages of The Des Moines Register and Tribune,  praised the Register’s call for voting against four of the five Republican candidates for Congress in what he said was “a remarkable editorial.” 
The editorial said, in part, “If ever there was a time to vote the rascals out, this is it.” Of one candidate, the editorial commented, “The editorial board was wrong in 2002 and 2004.  There are some people who simply don’t belong in Washington. Steve King is one.” 
           Cranberg commented that “like many papers the Register is in a battle to hold defecting readers.  It was gutsy to risk ticking off a substantial segment of the readership with a hard-hitting editorial that might have little impact other than on circulation.”   

          (King easily defeated his Democratic opponent, but the Iowa congressional delegation went from 4-1 Republican to 3-2 Democratic.)

The Register is a Gannett paper.  Contrast its willingness to anger many of its readers with the editorial position of another Gannett newspaper, the Argus Leader in Sioux Falls, S.D., which refused to take a position on a ballot measure that would repeal a stringent law that allowed abortions only in cases in which the pregnant woman  was likely to die.  Doing so, the editor said, might offend some readers. (South Dakota voters rejected the law in a referendum last week 56-44 percent. The New York Times described the lopsided vote “as an end to a fight that had threatened South Dakota with costly litigation and national embarrassment.”) 
You might ask your students which type of newspaper they would prefer working for--an Argus Leader or a Des Moines Register.  
                                       Class Discussion

Murdoch or Murrow
Do Journalism Students Have Heroes, Mentors, Models?


The word hero seems to have lost meaning these days. A basketball player who sinks a last-second three-pointer is anointed in the morning newspaper as a hero. The word mentor is missing from our vocabulary, and models are the paper-thin women who parade down runways on cable TV.  
“I guess I grew up in a different era, with people with moral courage around me who spoke out against injustice, who made such issues central in their lives.  … I have learned that my students don’t have living moral heroes,” says Susannah Heschel, professor of religion, Case Western Reserve University.

Do your students have any heroes; can they identify journalists they would like as mentors; are there journalists (past and present) whose journalism is a model for them?  Here are some suggestions for a discussion.   


Mentors: The Harvard psychologist Howard Gardner found that many successful journalists had mentors. Broadcasters mentioned Edward R. Murrow and Bill Moyers.  People trained by mentors like these, Gardner wrote, “will probably not fall far from the tree.  In contrast, it’s hard to imagine a top journalist facing a tough decision and asking himself, ‘What would Rupert Murdoch do?’” 


Bill Kovach, former curator of the Nieman Foundation, spoke of “Lila Rose Denton, the teacher who ignited in me a love of words and convinced me that even I might be able to use them effectively.  And Nat Caldwell, a reporter who drilled into me the journalist’s obligation to those betrayed by people in power and pointed me to some of them trapped in the black ghettos of my home state of Tennessee.”

Models:  Several journalists were asked for their role models.   They mentioned Lincoln Steffens, I.F.Stone, David Halberstam, Edward R. Murrow, Homer Bigart Donald L. Barlett and James B. Steele, Ida B. Wells. 

.
  Worth Quoting

I do sometimes think that when this phenomenon (blogs) is described as “community,” it is sometimes missing the boat. People love the opportunity to speak out. Whether they have much interest in listening to other people speak out is not so clear.



--Michael Kinsley
Editors are people who separate the wheat from the chaff and then print the chaff.



--Adlai Stevenson

…what was the point of turning a craft (journalism) into a profession? Aside from personal glory, what was really gained from all the journalists with college degrees, if they decline to use their skills to challenge power on behalf of their readers.  Those of us who prospered from the transformation of the city room are burdened with those questions and are reluctant to face them. Educated journalists, it turns out, are strong on the facts and weak on the truth.



--William Greider
How well is the NCAA accomplishing its tax-exempt purpose of maintaining the athlete as an integral part of the student body?



--Rep. Bill Thomas (Letter to NCAA)

The NCAA disagrees with the fundamental assertion that intercollegiate athletics  is not part of higher education.

                     
--NCAA response

During the past five years, not more than a handful of undergraduates in this seminar (“Ethics and the Media,”Yale) have read the news on paper or watched network news.  They were (and are)  dependent on the Internet and are increasingly interested in blogs, those self-annointed online sites largely given to opinion on public affairs and lately devoted to highlighting errors or falsity in mainstream reporting.  Students, who seem usually to seek out blogs with opinions in concert with their own, credit blogs with being a kind of “vox populi” in the tradition of free expression protected by the First Amendment.


--Stanley Flink

I think we’re almost reaching a point where we were two centuries ago: A certain small percentage of the population reads, and nobody else does. …

Aldous Huxley in Brave New World  was right. Orwell thought we were all going to be watched, oppressed from outside, but it is the other way around.  We’ll be doing the watching. We’ll be our own oppressors. Eisenhower warned us of the military-industrial complex, but we needn’t worry about that anymore. It is the entertainment-amusement complex that threatens us—benignly.



--Frank Deford
It must ask last of all what were the returns of the counting room but must first inquire what ideals a given journal upheld, what moral aims it pursued, what national and international policies it championed, what was the spirit of fair play and justice which activated it, and above all on whose side and under whose banner it fought.



 --Oswald Garrison Villard


Assignments

                        Births to Unmarried Women


The Census Bureau reports that the number of traditional families of married couple with children is declining. One of the consequences is an increased rate of births to unmarried women.   Here are some state figures:

                           Births to Unmarried Women as a Percent of All Births

1996 2004

Arizona
      39.0



42.2

California
      31.6

                        34.4

Colorado
      24.8


            27.5

Delaware
      35.5


            42.5

Florida
                  36.0



41.2

Louisiana
      43.4



49.2

Oklahoma`            30.9



38.4

National Percent   32.4



35.7


.  Here are some other figures the CDC reported.



Birth Rates for Teenagers 15-17 Years Old

       High                                  Low
New Mexico
38.3

New Hampshire
7.8
Arizona 
35.6

Vermont

8.2
Mississippi
30.9

Maine

           10.6
Louisiana
30.2

North Dakota
           11.1
Georgia
29.3

Massachusetts            11.7
National rate
22.1

(Rate is number of live births per 1,000 population in the age group.) 


Assignment: What are  your state’s percentages in these categories?  Compare them with past years and conduct interviews to find the reasons for the changes (increase, decrease). Can you see any patterns in the high/low rates? 


The rates are available from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, www.cdc.gov.  

Graduation Rates of Athletes

 
In her column, Selena Roberts of The New York Times wrote that college sports needs to be audited. She asked: “How does the luxurious splendor of high-end college football square with the purpose of higher education? ….With Texas, the defending Division 1-A football champion, graduating 29 percent of  its players compared with 74 percent of the university’s student body for the class that entered in 1998,  Thomas (Rep. Bill Thomas) asked, ‘How well is the N.C.A.A. accomplishing its tax-exempt purpose of maintaining the athlete as an integral part of the student body?’”

Assignment: Find out the graduating rates for athletes in major intercollegiate sports on your campus.  Obtain comments from the athletic department and faculty members.
Correction 
In Update XXVI,  I referred to “Mrs. Chiag Kai-Shek.”  The correct name is Chiang.
