         Update XXXII

Climb the Stairs-Knock on Doors-Listen
Shoe-Leather Reporting Essential

 
Here is how Carl Bernstein said he and Bob Woodward handled the Watergate story:



Our actual work in uncovering the Watergate


     story was rooted in the most basic kind of  empirical


     police reporting. We relied more on shoe leather and 


     common sense and respect for the truth than anything


     else—on the principles that had been drummed into 


     me at the wonderful old Washington Star. 

 Woodward and I were a couple of guys on the Metro desk 

 
     assigned to cover at bottom what was still a burglary, 


     so we applied the only reportorial techniques we knew. 


           We knocked on a lot of doors, asked a lot of questions;


     we spent a lot of time listening, the same thing good 


     reporters from Ben Hecht to Mike Berger to Joe Liebling


     to the young Tom Wolfe had been doing for years.


                       

An Antidote


Bernstein’s comments might be useful in the classroom these days when students are enthralled by the technology and by bloggers, Google and the infinitude of mechanical devices impressed upon them.  

 Journalism remains rooted in on-the-scene reporting. Liebling said the journalist’s task is to “climb the stairs and knock on doors.”  




A More Recent Example


Some of your students may have only the haziest recollection of the Watergate expose and Richard Nixon’s exit from the presidency. For a more current example, you could tell them about President Bush and his call to end the inheritance tax (the “death tax,” he called it). Repealing that tax, he said, would “save the family farm.”

What could be more sorrowful than that picture of mom, dad and sobbing children standing by as the farm home, barns, cows and horses go under the hammer? 


David Cay Johnston of The New York Times decided to do some shoe-leather reporting to check on the president’s assertion.  Johnston went out to farm country to check for himself, and he found that not a single farm had been sold to meet the inheritance tax. An expert on farm issues at Iowa State University said he’d never heard of such a sale.  Not even the American Farm Bureau Federation, which supported the repeal of the tax, could cite an example of the tax resulting in a family’s loss of their farm. 




Columnists Also Report


Instructors tell me that student journalists love to write columns based on their opinions, the kind of column we used to call a thumbsucker because the writer sat in a chair, looked at the ceiling and opined. At the United Press we called it “navel gazing.”
You might inform these students that good columnists base their work on reporting.  Thomas L. Friedman, The New York Times international columnist, says he was taught early in his career “that whether you’re writing news, opinion or analysis, if it isn’t based on shoe-leather reporting, it isn’t worth a bucket of beans.”


Friedman’s colleague, Clyde Haberman, who writes a local column, says, “To me, the best columns are rooted in real reporting. More often than not, I go out and eyeball an event, a person, a project. Frankly, I don’t understand how columnists who never leave their offices do it. It’s so easy to get lost in yourself.”

Using Graphic War Photos

Controversy over Photos of Dead and Maimed

After The New York Times published the photo of a dying U.S. soldier in Baghdad, it received a letter from Lt. Gen. Raymond T. Odierno condemning the publication of the photo in the newspaper and on the Web site.  The commander of the multinational forces said he found the usage “offensive.”


“What is disturbing to me personally and, more important, to the family of the soldier depicted in the photograph and the video, is that the young man who so valiantly gave his life in the service of others was displayed for the entire world to see in the gravest condition and in such a fashion as to elicit horror at its sight,” the general wrote.


“This photograph will be the last of this man that his family will ever see.  Further, it will cause unnecessary worry among the families of other soldiers who fear that the last they see of their loved ones will be in a The New York Times photograph lying grievously wounded and dying. ....


“This solider and his family deserved better. …” 

             



Triple Amputee
In the upcoming eleventh edition of my textbook, News Reporting and Writing, I use a photograph published by The News & Observer in Raleigh, N.C., of a soldier who lost both legs and an arm in Iraq.  He is pictured lying on his bed in Walter Reed Hospital, his wife at his side.  The two were married on his return from Iraq and they honeymooned at the hospital.

I asked Melanie Sill, editor of The News & Observer, whether there had been any discussion in the newsroom about using the photo and whether any readers had protested the publicattion of this graphic photo.  No, none, she said.

 



Combustible Subject

What do your students think of the use of graphic photographs? Can they suggest any guidelines for editors when confronted with photographs whose use could lead to reader reaction?  

TV generally stays away from such photos.  Does this taboo make sense these days? 

Are there some subjects too touchy to cover? At one time, calling attention to problems among racial and religious groups was taboo. That gentleman’s agreement served no purpose.  True, it might have provided ammunition to racists and bigots, but greater damage was done in allowing problems to fester, at great cost to many in  minority communities.  
Reporters at Work

Digging for Relevant Information


Here are three pieces, two in a newspaper, the third  in a magazine
that you might want to use to illustrate good journalism and to demonstrate the

importance of what I call Layer II reporting. In News Reporting and Writing, I say that  Layer II  reporting occurs when reporters initiate information gathering and dig for  causes and consequences.  Layer I reporting is the careful and accurate transcription of source-originated material, as in covering a speech or rewriting a news release. Layer I stories usually are based on a single source.

               
Newspaper Story 1: The Flat Tax

During the runup to the presidential nominations, the candidates vied for the support of the big hitters in each party.  Rudolph W. Giuliani, a Republican hopeful

who had the reputation of being to the left of center among Republicans, decided he need  the support of  conservatives, among them Steve Forbes, a magazine executive who sought the Republican presidential nomination in 1996 and 2000.  One of Forbes major campaign issues was doing away with the graduated federal income tax and replacing it with a flat tax.

A Layer I story might begin:



        Rudolph W. Giuliani yesterday

accepted the endorsement of publisher 
Steve Forbes for the Republican 
presidential nomination.

But the reporter knew that Giuliani had been courting conservatives and that the endorsement could well be part of Giuliani’s conversion to conservatism. He checked the files to find out whether Giuliani was on record about the flat tax. He was.   
Here’s how Richard Perez-Pena began his story in The New York Times of the Forbes endorsement of Giuliani:




Rudolph W. Giuliani accepted the 



endorsement of Steve Forbes yesterday 



and embraced Mr. Forbes’s signature issue, 



saying he liked the idea of a flat tax—something 



Mr. Giuliani denounced when Mr. Forbes was



running for president.


Perez-Pena is doing Layer II reporting.  After quoting Giuliani in his  endorsement of the Forbes proposal, Layer I, Perez-Pena uses the material he has found in the files:




In 1996, when Mr. Forbes first ran for



president, Mr. Giuliani, then the mayor of



New York City, disparaged a flat tax in



general and Mr. Forbes’s plan in particular. 


The Forbes plan called for a single tax rate 



above a certain income, instead of several



rates based on income.  


Perez-Pena goes on to quote a comment Giuliani made about the Forbes flat tax idea in a CBS interview.  It was, Giuliani said, “a mistake.”  Then:



He used stronger language on CNN



a few days later, saying the Forbes plan 


 
“would really be a disaster.”


 

Eleven years later, Mr. Giuliani 



is the one running for president, and with



a record on social issues to the left of 



most Republicans, he has been trying to



appeal to fiscal conservatives. In those



circles, the word of Mr. Forbes, the magazine 



executive who also ran for president in 2000,



carries considerable weight. … 



Newspaper Story II: Abortion

A few weeks later, Giuliani took another tack--opposing efforts to make abortion illegal--and reporters covering his campaign put that in context as well.  Marc Santora did Layer II and wrote in The New York Times:




Aware of the damage his position 



might do to him among some conservative



voters, Mr. Giuliani said that if someone



was inclined to vote against him solely



because of his stance on abortion, then



so be it. …




Mr. Giuliani, a Roman Catholic who



once considered joining the priesthood, has 



wrestled with the abortion question for years,



often expressing his personal opposition.  But



he has also long supported keeping abortion



legal.


Santora goes on to contrast the Giuliani position with those of his primary opponents, John McCain and Mitt Romney.  McCain seeks the overturn of Roe vs. Wade, 

Santora reports, and he writes that Romney “in the past supported abortion rights, Now, he promises voters that as president he would seek to overturn the Roe decision.”




A Magazine Story: “Selling Wal-Mart”
Jeffrey Goldberg interviewed 15 sources and traveled widely for “Selling Wal-Mart, Can the company co-opt liberals?” in the April 2 New Yorker.   The article appears under the general title, “Annals of Spin.”  The piece is an excellent teaching tool of a reporter at work. Note how he uses his observations and the quotations of sources to support his thesis that this merchandising giant is engaging in a massive p.r. operation in an attempt to engineer a positive image.
At the outset, Goldberg informs the reader that the company is a giant among competitors, “the second largest company in the world in terms of revenue—only Exxon Mobil is bigger.”   And he adds some specifics to this general statement :



Its revenues last year came to more 



than three hundred and fifteen billion



dollars, with profits of more than eleven



billion, and it has developed a reputation 



as a worldwide colossus that provides 



poor pay and miserly benefits to its 



1.8 million employees.  The image of



the company is not helped by the 



immoderation of Sam Walton’s widow and


children, who together control forty percent



of Wal-Mart’s outstanding shares, and who



are worth roughly eighty billion dollars; they 



are, by a striking margin, the richest family in 



America. (They are worth more than Warren 


Buffett and Bill Gates combined.)

  “Wal-Mart corporate culture is parsimonious except in the matter of executive compensation, but, according to a source, the company has been paying Edelman roughly ten million dollars annually to renovate its reputation,” he writes.


He travels to corporate headquarters in Bentonville, Ark., where, he writes, “It became clear to me…that Wal-Mart’s senior executives had been tightly scripted.”  The company spokeswoman tells Goldberg that conversation with company officials will be limited to a few areas, which, of course, tells the reader Wal-Mart is not interested in helping our intrepid reporter find answers to his probing questions.  

The evasions are made clear to the reader. Goldberg asks a question and a spokesman “continued as if the question had not been asked.”   He is given the name of a “happy, loyal employee,” but when he tries to reach Latoya Machato, “a cashier at a Texas Supercenter,” he is told “cashiers can’t come to the phone during work.”  He tries again…and fails.


He seeks out Mona Williams, “the chief spokeswoman for the company” who “keeps on a shelf a framed cover of a 2003 issues of Business Week featuring a story titled ‘Is Wal-Mart Too Powerful?’”   
Goldberg writes:  

          “I keep that there to remind me never to trust reporters,” 
she said, without smiling.  


Goldberg involves himself in the article. He interviews John Menzer, a company vice-chairman, who confides to Goldberg that “we live our culture,” a parsimonious one.  Goldberg writes:



I pointed out to Menzer that his salary



would allow him to purchase something more



elegant.  His face clouded over. “I’m just not 



going to talk about that,” he said. In 2005,



Menzer earned six and a half million dollars



in salary, bonuses, and options.
Goldberg writes that Lee Scott, the president and CEO “last year earned $15.7

million in salary and bonuses. Early this month, the company announced that it was granting him an additional twenty-two million dollars in stock.”  In the past year, Scott earned roughly two thousand times the salary of the average Wal-Mart worker.”  Goldberg says the workers’ salaries are in the nine dollar an hour range. 

Goldberg devotes much space to Leslie Dach, a former Democratic Party adviser who worked in the presidential campaigns of Edward Kennedy and Michael Dukakis and is now Wal-Mart’s executive vice-president for corporate affairs. He describes Dach’s dexterity in public relations, honed with the Edelman firm after he left Democratic politics: . 



Dach knows how to divert an unfriendly 



question with a flood of words, few  of which



address the subject at hand. I asked him whether it 



was moral for a self-styled progressive Democrat



to work for a company that, among other things,



maintains a mobile squad of union busters who 



can be dispatched by corporate jet to any store 



that gives off the faintest rumblings of union activity.




“I think that, first of all, morality us not 



The right language,” he said.  “I think the more 



than one hundred and thirty million people who



shop at Wal-Mart each week, who are saving 



money so they can live a better life, who save 


money there, they’d be insulted by that frame.  Some o



of these issues are complex, and the debates are complex.”




Like the best P.R.men, Dach seems to find joy



in spin. One day, while we were having lunch in the



Wal-Mart cafeteria, I asked him why all the televisions



In the building seemed to be tuned to Fox News.  The



television in the main lobby was on Fox, as were the

\

televisions in the P.R. wing of the building and in the



cafeteria. Including the one that was ten feet from 



his head.




“Is that true?” he said.  After I assured him



that it was, he said, “What about in the mornings? 



Do you know if they’re on Fox in the mornings?”


You might want to discuss whether the use of the first-person in the article is an asset or liability in gaining reader confidence. 
The Curriculum
 What Should Journalism Students Know?


Colleges will fulfill their responsibilities


     only when they confront the question of what

     students should learn—a question most 

     administrators, compilers of rank lists,

                 and authors of books on higher education

                 prefer to avoid.

                            --Andrew Delbanco, “Scandals of Higher Education,” 


                   New York Review of Books, 3/29/07

Does Delbanco’s observation about the resistance of colleges to hold the mirror to themselves apply to journalism educators? In preparing the new edition of News Reporting and Writing, I asked via the journalism educators’ listserv: What subject matter should a journalism student know when we credential him or her?  Are we guaranteeing to an employer: knowledge of how the school system, city government, the police and courts work; the ability to use basic math and statistics; some idea of the workings of business and economics?
The response was underwhelming.  A couple of instructors had suggestions. Period.

Yet, if someone seeks advice on an aspect of the technology or wants help with teaching the writing-challenged student, the listserv abounds with responses.  

                                        
 Is Math Too Much to Expect?
Last month, I spoke about reporting to a couple of hundred student journalists.  I said that in the elevator I had overheard a student say that she was afraid to go out at night in New York.  (The morning news hadn’t helped: A man had shot a clerk and two auxiliary policemen. The three died.)  
      
I agreed that New York City has a lot of violent crime (more than 85,000 incidents in a recent year). Then I asked them if they knew the difference between a raw number and a rate. One hand went up and a student said that rates take population into consideration.  Right on. 

Although New York’s crime total leads the nation, with Los Angeles only a few hundred behind, its crime rate is low--142nd in the country. Sumter and Florence in South Carolina rank first and second.  


The world out there is increasingly quantitative, I said, and without a grasp of basic mathematics they would be hamstrung in their work. There were a lot of unhappy young journalists in that audience.  I was reminded of the student who turned her seat to the rear wall during my lecture on mathematics for reporters.  “I came here to learn to write, not to do math,” she informed me. 




Misleading Figures on TV Viewing


The public editor of The New York Times points out how ignorance of a basic math concept can result in an inaccurate news story. 

The Times front page story had led with a Nielsen Media Research report that ABC’s “World News” had “scored its second ratings victory in the last three weeks” over NBC’s evening newscast. The score: ABC, 9.7 million; NBC, 9.5 million. The public editor, Byron Calme, writes that “the Times failed to tell readers there was no statistical significance” in the numbers. “There was no mention of the margin of sampling error,” he writes.

Calme points out that the margin of error is “at least 200,000 viewers (and probably closer to 280,000)…that meant that the real ABC average for the week could have been as low as 9.5 million viewers, trailing an actual NBC audience that could have averaged as much as 9.7 million.”

As the political season warms and polls begin too play an important part in news coverage, it may be time to instruct students in how to read polls with discernment. 

Non-journalism Requirements
Few colleges require study of mathematics. Should a journalism major be required to be proficient in a foreign language, understand how business works?  What about a physical science course, introductory sociology and psychology courses?

Does it make sense that a journalism major be required to take specific courses? 
A colleague tells me that he had tried to have a basic math course made mandatory, but his colleagues shot him down. It may be time for him to try again.

A Proposal 
Journalism Educator and a Letters Section


A while back, I suggested to the new editor of Journalism & Mass Communication Educator that he include a corrections section following the refusal of the editor of the book review section to run a correction requested by one of his reviewers. Such a section would prove to readers that J&MCE does not aspire to Holy Writ.  
 Nothing happened. I expect the same response to the suggestion that J&MCE include a letters section. Nevertheless, here goes.


A letters section would encourage readers to engage in the give-and-take that is essential to the scholarly enterprise. The absence of such a section tells Educator readers that the publication isn’t interested in their reaction to the parade of articles it publishes, that its purpose is not to promote, much less to provoke, dialogue but to serve as a vehicle for aspirants to tenure and promotion.




Terrorism as a Curriculum Subject

For instance—The current Winter issue contains a piece suggesting the inclusion of  “terrorism coverage in academic journalism programs.”  Some programs have blended the subject in with established courses, the author says.  A few have made reporting terrorism a course.  “The question is this: why are not many more journalism schools offering courses specifically tailored around terrorism?” 


The question must resonate with journalism educators worried about squeezing burgeoning technology subjects into a curriculum already bulging with such courses. The article suggests a basic question about journalism education: Just what should the journalism program offer?  (See above What Should Journalism Students Know?)  

And the lead book review surely would provoke some letter writers were J&MCE to encourage an intellectual exchange. A reviewer dredges up a two-year-old book about the Israeli media’s coverage of a 2002 military operation and also examines a more recent book about Al Jazeera.  

 The reviewer recalls “a well-cited statistic that in the summer of 2003 as many as 69% of Americans believed Saddam Hussein played an intimate role in organizing the atrocities of 9/11….clearly the American media were failing.”   The reviewer, intent on pursuing his agenda, goes on to contend that the “media ultimately become the tools of the state.”  

Depends on the medium.  A study of 3,334 respondents post 9/11 found that 80 percent of the viewers of Fox News had one or more misperceptions about Iraq, whereas only 20 percent of NPR/PBS viewers did.  A journal dedicated to research would want a more sophisticated analysis than the reviewer provides. Letter writers would provide the necessary and relevant information. 


As for the bromide about the media being “tools of the state,” Bush, Cheney and Gonzales might have something to contribute these days; and do you hear muffled cries  from the precinct inhabited by Richard Milhous Nixon?  
 Writer’s Block  

How to Unlock the Blockage
A colleague writes that some of her students find it hard to get started on their stories, that they sit at their computers, eyes glued but glazed.  She says tells them they are blocked because:



1. You are unsure of what you want to say.



2. You know what you want to say, but the words


   won’t come.

I can add a third from my experience with the United Press. When we had plenty of time we found it hard to get going, but when we were under deadline pressure the words flowed.  Of course, this was somewhat hard on the stomach and the arteries, and ulcers and heart murmurs abounded.

To return to the colleague, the question, then, is how to have students decide on what they want to say and how to help them find the words to say it.  She says that she read somewhere that all news stories are about either what happened or who said what.  So the trick for students is to have them ask themselves those questions and require them to answer in one sentence.

The sentence becomes the basis of the lead, which takes the form of the old and reliable S-V-O construction, Subject-Verb-Object.

As for finding the right words, my colleague is stumped. “Maybe their vocabularies are stunted,” she writes. “Maybe years of sitting in front of TV or writing non-English in e-mails has rendered them unfit for journalistic writing.  I don’t know.”

Blockage is not confined to beginners.  Listen to Don Murray—Pulitzer Prize winner, writing coach, columnist—in his last “Now and Then” column for The Boston Globe. Just before Murray died, he wrote, “Each time I sit down to write I don’t know if I can do it. The flow of writing is always a surprise and a challenge. Click the computer on and I am 17 again, wanting to write and not knowing if I can.”
Assignments
Biblical Literalists

The number of biblical literalists attending college is increasing, which is disquieting to some science instructors.  Literalists believe that biological species and the earth and the universe were created together about 6,000 years ago. 


Assignment: Interview faculty members who teach science courses about how they cope with literalists in their classes.  


Campus Etiquette

Professor Ronald S. Lemos of California State University at Los Angeles suggests in Academe, a publication of the American Association of University Professors, that  faculty members wear business attire when involved in any university or college function, “especially teaching”.  In his article “Etiquette for the Professoriate,” he also writes:


How we talk with students is important.

   Etiquette creates a positive learning environment
   that encourages mutual respect and helps to 

   avoid miscommunication and confrontation.

   We should address students formally (Mr., Ms.,

   Mrs., Miss) at all times, in and outside of class.

   Students should never address faculty members 

   by their first names.
Students should be required 

   to address faculty members as Dr., Professor,

   Mr. or Ms.

Assignment: How many faculty members

conform to Professor Lemos’s etiquette for the professoriate?




Foreign Language Study


The Modern Language Association reports that only one in eleven college students studies a foreign language, which it finds unsettling in an era of international activity.



Assignment: Does your school require a foreign language course or courses?  If not, do college administrators and faculty members think it should? 
                          Student Evaluations

  “Recent studies of student evaluations have found that students tend to good reviews “to instructors who are easy graders or who are good looking,” and  lesser reviews to women and instructors born outside the United States.  The largest study, at Ohio State University, finds “no correlation between professor evaluations and the learning that is actually taking place.”



--Andrew Delbanco

Assignment: What do faculty members, students and administrators think of student evaluations?  Are they considered in tenure decisions, salary increases? 



Voting Records

Interest groups of varying political leanings keep tabs on senate and congressional voting records. The 2006 records are now being released by these groups.  The liberal Americans for Democratic Action (ADA), for example, found these overall averages on issues ADA deemed significant:


House                         Senate

Democrats   83.4%                       89.1%

Republicans 10.l                            9.4

The ADA gave zero percentages to more than 70 representatives, from Atkin (R-Mo) and Bachus (R-Al) to Whitfield (R-Ky) and Wicker (R-Miss.)  It gave 100 percent ratings to 31 representatives, from Brown (D-Fla.) and Conyers (D-Mich.) to Visclosky (D-Ind) and Woolsey (D-Calif.)   In the senate, 17 members were given zero ratings, 11 received 100 percent.  For details, see info@adaction.org.

The conservative EagleForum (www.EagleForum.org) gave most of these Democratic legislators zero ratings.

Assignment—Examine the voting records of your congressman and senators as gauged by liberal and conservative organizations. Select two or three votes you consider significant and examine them in detail.  Some organizations list votes in their particular areas of concern—gun control legislation, breast cancer legislation, the environment, tax policy.


Fresh From the Farm

More than 1,000 farms and ranches take part in the Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) program that entitles buyers to weekly or monthly shares of vegetables, fruits, eggs, milk, meat, flowers and other products. 

Assignment: Check www.localharvest.org/csa to locate a CSA farm or ranch for a feature on the operation. 
Worth Quoting

Journalism is in fact history on the run.  It is history written in time to be acted upon: thereby not only recording events but at times influencing them.  … Journalism is also the recording of history while the facts are not all in.
---Thomas Griffith
I have a friend teaching journalism who insists that his journalism course is the strong thread that ties together all the content courses of his students because he makes them read and write so as to report on what they are learning and turn it all into good journalism. That is splendid, but, I suspect, exceptional.




--Louis M. Lyons

The most hateful thing about writing is a blank screen. The lead is brutally hard.  I think I write pretty good leads, but it’s brutally, brutally hard for me.




--Rick Bragg
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Note:  This is the last issue of Update for 2006-7. Back issues of Update are             available at www.mhhe.com/mencher10.

                        Update will resume in September.
                        I welcome comments and contributions.            
                                           MMencher
