                            Update XIV

Three Judgments
Objectivity’s Limits
Lester Markel was editor of the Sunday New York Times some years ago.  Asked to define objectivity, he wrote:



The reporter, the most objective reporter, collects fifty


facts. Out of the fifty he selects twelve to include in his story


(there is such a thing as space limitations). Thus he discards 


thirty-eight. This is Judgment Number one.



Then the reporter or editor decides which of the facts


shall be the first paragraph of the story, thus emphasizing  


one fact above the other eleven. This is Judgment Number Two.



Then the editor decides whether the story shall be placed


on Page One or Page Twelve; on Page One  it will command many


times the attention it would on Page Twelve. This is Judgment 


Number Three.



This so-called factual presentation is thus subjected to three


judgments, all of them most humanly and most ungodly made
Misleading Students
Writing the Lead

“Just start writing,” the writing coach advised. “As you go along, the lead will come to you.”   This may be helpful to students struggling to write an essay for their English composition course, but it is subversive for journalism students.  The advice   instills a thinking-writing habit useless in the newsroom where meeting the noon or 5 p.m. deadline is a daily necessity.

Worse, it turns the process of newswriting on its head. The lead idea must be developed as early as possible, preferably during the reporting, not while sitting at the computer.  “We have found that a way to write good leads is to think of them in advance—to frame the lead while the story is unfolding,” say John W. Chancellor and Walter R. Mears, the veteran Associated Press reporters.

Experienced reporters know the reporting-writing process begins with some idea of the story that is confirmed or disproved by the reporting. With some notion of the germ of the event the reporter is able to make salient observations and to ask pointed questions, thus gathering the relevant information essential to the complete and informative story.



Making Discoveries
Thomas Griffith, the former editor of Time, described the thinking process of reporters as “conjecture subject to verification.” All who make discoveries—and this is precisely what the journalist does daily—make use of the Griffith approach.   Gunter Blobel, a Nobel Prize winner in physiology, explained his discovery of how proteins move within cells as the result of a hypothesis formed by intuition, then obtaining data that confirmed his hypothesis. That’s the way reporters work, too.   Their lead ideas, formed quickly, are subject to incisive reporting.  If they find no proof, no support for the lead idea, another is formed.
 Following the process some coaches advise,  the reporter who discovers his or her lead sitting in the newsroom while dawdling through a few aimless paragraphs, not only may miss the deadline but the newly discovered lead may turn out to lack the buttressing facts required to support it, the detail that confirms the lead idea.   We see the results of this approach all the time—a classy lead with little to back it up.  
 Too Controversial?

Religion and Disasters: Subjects for Journalism?

The mainline media try to steer a careful course around subjects that may antagonize readers and viewers. The media’s major taboos have been in the areas of taste and religion. The boundaries for so-called good taste have been expanding since World War II.   Although the Federal Communications Commission has stepped up its policing of broadcasting, TV and radio venture into areas of taste long off limits. Print, not bound by federal regulation, and concerned that its taboo about sex and language are so Victorian young readers find the Internet more attractive, has loosened self-imposed restrictions. 
However, religious matters are approached carefully.  There is, of course, much  reporting about such subjects as the growth of Pentecostal movements in many countries, the political activities of certain religious groups in the U.S., pedophilia in the Roman Catholic Church. But fundamental issues are infrequently addressed.  The tsunami seems to have breached the wall.
The New Yorker “Talk of the Town” of Jan. 17 reports:


The terrible arbitrariness of the disaster has troubled clergymen of many 

         persuasions.  The Archbishop of Canterbury is among those newly struggling

         with the old question of how a just and loving God could permit, let alone 

         will, such an undeserved horror.  (Of course, there are also preachers,

          thankfully few, who hold that the horror is not only humanly deserved but 

          divinely intended, on account of this or that sin or depredation.

In the Jan. 17, issue of The New Republic Leon Wieseltier explores the religious factor in this “cosmic cruelty.”  Wieseltier writes in “The Wake” that the religious responses have included those who “smugly intone that they have no explanation, that it is all a mystery, that the ways of the universe and its Creator exceed the capacities of the mind….” 

 “Sometimes,” he goes on, “they teach much worse: the punitive explanation of suffering, the idea that this is not evil, it is justice. … Such sentiments were heard from Muslim and Hindu clerics this week, and even the Sephardic chief rabbi of Israel instructed ‘this is an expression of God’s great ire with the world.’  All this is nothing other than a justification of the murder of children.”
Class Discussion:  Is the subject of the tsunami and a “just and loving God”  worth exploring by journalists?  If so, how would you go about framing the questions, and to whom should they be addressed?
Teaching About Unions

Tom Anderson, now a freelance writer, describes in the Columbia Journalism Review his run-in with The Fremont Argus, a Singleton-owned newspaper in California, when he covered a National Labor Relations Board hearing.  This leads him to observe:



Journalism schools don’t teach much about unionized newsrooms.


Yet labor-management conflicts are part of doing business at midsize and


large daily newspapers. Educating young reporters about the ins and outs of 


labor laws and negotiations will help them in their careers. And perhaps the


J-schools should teach people how to push for the kind of wage that 


encourages young reporters to stick around a while, as they begin to know


their town well enough to do some real community journalism.

Education Reporting—The Importance of Subject Matter
Richard Lee Colvin, a former education writer for the Los Angeles Times who is now the director of the Hechinger Institute on Education and the Media at Teachers College in New York, makes the following observations in the Spring 2004 Carnegie Reporter:
The Washington Post recently published a fascinating article that explored why, precisely, “math” is hard for many people. …Beyond the article’s intriguing central question, I was struck by how much the writer had to know or be able to find out in order to effectively communicate the information to her readers.  Different pedagogical approaches, developmental  psychology, the hierarchical nature of math itself, history and gender studies all had to be considered.  …

During each seminar, I’m struck anew by how appreciative my journalistic colleagues are for the opportunity to learn. …A 2002 industry survey sponsored by the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation revealed that the news industry invests less than  half as much—based on percentage of payroll—as does the average U.S. company.  The survey also found that a lack of training is journalists’ number one source of job dissatisfaction and that eight-in-ten journalists want more.  (My emphasis.)
Colvin  says that journalism programs should  “have classes that deal 

 specifically in all you’d have to know to write in-depth stories about teaching 
 and learning and the other central components of learning.”  He goes on to stress the importance of “subject matter knowledge.”


Clearly, a journalism curriculum cannot offer subject matter classes in the many areas journalists cover—politics, local government, education, medicine and health, science, police and crime, religion, business, courts to cite a few. But the program can adopt a core curriculum required of journalism majors and it can design its basic reporting and writing classes so that its exercises and assignments are based on the concept of teaching craft through substance.  The students’ work can be assessed on the basis of their grasp of subject matter as well as their newswriting competence.
 A Warning: Beware Forecasts


The August 2004 issue of Harper’s Magazine included a forum on whether liberalism can find a foothold in the electorate.  The participants included university scholars, political observers and politicians. Here are some of their comments about the  then forthcoming presidential election:

+Support for the war in Iraq has unraveled incredibly fast. …We’re also starting to 

    see a backlash against the religious right.  On libertarian grounds, on privacy

    grounds.  Americans don’t want to see the government in league with religious

    people telling them how to conduct their lives. … In many of the most important issues
    there is in fact a progressive majority in the polls.


+You’ll notice that the tendency of a lot of these religious-right leaders, when

     they come under fire, has been to retreat from the public arena.  I’m convinced 

     that the religious right will encounter major opposition as the decade unfolds. 


             +More so at any other point in my lifetime, I think, people seem to sense

     that the country is careening out of control…there is widespread anxiety about  basic

     issues like unemployment, job security, and access to health insurance.

             +The obvious thing is the mess that the Bush administration is making in Iraq.

      The man is the least competent military leader since James Madison let the

       British burn Washington.




      Predictions for the Ages


  These comments turned out to be the polar opposite of what happened, but they pale alongside these forecasts by people also supposedly in the know:



Sensible and responsible women do not want to vote.




--Grover Cleveland, 1905



Heavier than air flying machines are impossible.



--Lord Kelvin,president of the Royal Society, 1895



Who the hell wants to hear actors talk?




--Harry M. Warner, Warner Bros.12/22/2004

Ruth made a big mistake when he gave up pitching.


--Tris Speaker, outfielder, Cleveland Indians, 1921
Bill Moyers Retires

After 33 years with PBS, Bill Moyers left public television with these remarks:




…the conservative  press is a propaganda  wing  of the 



current administration , and the mainstream press thinks 



only of the bottom line.




I think this will be the golden age of investigative



journalism.  When you marry the power of the state with the 



power of business, as is the case with the current administration,



you are creating the spectacle of corruption that will create a


heyday for muckrakers, as long as there  are enough of  them


left.




I learned the hard way an old lesson that the 



greatest moments in the history of the press came not



when journalists made common cause with the state but when 



they stood fearlessly independent of it. Now we have those 



megamedia companies that won’t speak truth to power and



an ideological media that willingly lies for power. Scary.


Moyer’s departure brought these comments from conservative sources:




…a sweater-wearing pundit who delivered socialist



and neo-Marxist propaganda with a soft Texas accent.





--FrontPageMagazine.com




I think that if Bill Moyers is trying to go out as the 



Michael Moore of television, he ought to be congratulated



because he has gone off the deep end.





--Brent Bozell 111, president of the Media Research Center

Family vs. Career

An article in the current Academe, the journal of the American Association of University Professors, says that having a family can slow the career progress of women faculty but not men.  “Only one in three women who takes a fast-track university job before having a child ever becomes a mother,” say Mary Ann Mason and Marc Goulden in their article “Do Babies Matter (Part II)?”
 They write: 
Women who achieve tenure are more than twice as likely as their male counterparts  to be single twelve years after earning the PhD. And…women who are married when they begin their faculty careers are much more likely than men in the same position to divorce or separate from their spouses.  Women, it seems, cannot have it all—tenure and a family—while men can.
Journalism Salaries Off the Chart
Majors and Money


The annual cost of a college education in a public college averages $11,354.  The annual cost at a private college averages $27,516.  These costs are contributing to a feeling that college is “more an investment than a time of academic and personal exploration,” says David Koeppel in an article in The New York Times.


Koeppel quotes College Majors Handbook with Real Career Paths and Payoffs by three economists at Northeastern University as saying that choosing a major is more crucial in making a good living than the college the student attends.  Business and engineering majors do well; humanities and education majors don’t.  The article says a graduate in chemical engineering averages $75,579 while “on the low end, philosophy majors made an average of $42,865 and elementary education graduates $38,746.”

If that’s the low end, starting journalism salaries are off the chart, subterranean.  It’s a rare journalism graduate who will be paid $38,746 in his or her first job.  The more likely salary will be about $10,000 less, according to the latest survey of starting salaries. 

U.S. Students Score Poorly…

A survey of math and reading skills of high school students in 40 countries found  U.S. students among the also-rans: Our students ranked 28th  in math and l8th in reading. Only 10 percent of U.S. students finished in the top 10 percent in the math tests, less than half as many as did so in Canada and a third of those in Hong Kong.


Despite the low math scores of U.S. students, 72 percent of them said they were given good grades in the subject. Only 25 percent of the Hong Kong students, who were by far the most accomplished in math, said they received good grades.  

The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development in Paris also reports that the U.S. finished last in terms of outcome per dollar spent on education. The group said that “spending alone is not sufficient to achieve high level of outcomes.” 
 …As Do Employees

The National Commission on Writing, a group established by the College Board, found that a third of the employees in the country’s blue-chip companies write poorly.  Businesses spend $3.l billion a year on remedial training.   The commission reported that as e-mail has replaced the telephone for workplace communication, employees are forced to write, and many cannot communicate in intelligible form. Their email messages are  garbled, their reports and releases barely. When an unintelligible message shows up on the screen, the recipient asks for clarification—and the request is usually incomprehensible as well, the commission says.


Not only are current employees being trained to write intelligibly; new hires--almost all of them college graduates-- are also placed in basic English composition programs, some of them run by former college English instructors.

Assignment: 

l. How many incoming freshmen in the last five classes were placed in remedial English classes?

2. Does your college or university have any outreach programs to help high schools improve their English composition instruction?

More Math


A New York Times columnist quotes a conservative think tank that questioned  stories about the state of the poor:  “…the typical American family below the poverty line has a car, air conditioning, a microwave oven, a stereo and two color televisions with cable or satellite service.”   The Heritage  Foundation cites the Census Bureau as authority for the data.  

 The New Republic points out that the Bureau doesn’t say that “most poor families have all those things. (Even if it’s true that more than half of Americans are female, more than half are  Protestant, and more than half are under 50 years old, it doesn’t follow that more than half of Americans are female Protestants under the age of 50.)”




Assignments

More Election Analyses

In The Times of London, Andrew Sullivan writes: Massachusetts went for Kerry over Bush 62% to 37%; Texas went for Bush 61% to 38%. “Ask yourself a simple question:   Marriage was a key issue in the last election, which Massachusetts’ gay marriages becoming a symbol of alleged blue state decadence and moral decay.  But in fact Massachusetts has the lowest divorce rate in the country at 2.4 divorces per l,000 inhabitants.  Texas, which until recently made private gay sex a crime, has a divorce rate of 4.l.”

Sullivan goes on to say that the ten states with the highest divorce rates all went for Bush, whereas every one of the ten states with the lowest divorce rates went for Kerry. 


He goes on to say that  there is “some correlation” between rates of college education and stable marriages “with the Bible Belt lagging behind a highly educated state such as Massachusetts…A more insightful explanation is that socially troubled communities cling to absolutes in the abstract because they cannot live up to them in practice.

“Many of America’s biggest ‘sinners’ are those most intent on upholding virtue.  It may be partly because they know sin close up that they want to prevent its occurrence among others.”

Assignment: Have any of the faculty members on campus speculated about the differences between Bush and Kerry voters?
Credit

The average American family is in hock, spending 13 percent of its after-tax income to pay off debts and carrying more than $8,000 in credit card debt. 


Why? Is it because we live in a credit-card culture, a materialistic society, that dictates that unless we satisfy an urge to buy more we will feel deprived, have low self-esteem, suffer depression?   

Money consciousness trickles down to children:  Youngsters l0 to 13 asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement, “I want to make a lot of money when I grow up” found 63 percent agreed, 7 percent disagreed.


Assignment: Interview students about their credit card debts and their feelings about money-making.  Interview faculty members about an economy built on debts.
Births

Utah has by far the highest birth rate in the nation, 21.2 births per l,000 population,  Maine  the lowest, l0.6.   The national average is 14.1.

Here are figures for the highest and lowest birth rates:





Highest


Utah


20.2


Arizona 

16.3



Idaho


16.0



Georgia

15.7



Alaska


15.6





Lowest



Maine


10.6



Vermont

10.6



New Hampshire
11.2



Pennsylvania

11.4



West Virginia

11.5


Assignment: Find the rate for your state and interview campus authorities for an 
explanation of the factors that affect birth rates.

Infant Death Rate Increasing
          The increasing infant mortality rate dismayed Nicholas D. Kristof, a columnist for The New York Times.  In a Jan. 12 column, he quoted Dr Irwin Redlener of the Mailam School of Public Health at Columbia University: “America’s children are at greater risk than they’ve been in for at least a decade.”  Kristof says that 41 countries “have better infant mortality rates than the United States.”  The latest figure from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2002) is 7, which means that for every 1,000 live births 7 babies died before reaching the age of l.


If Kristof had a smattering of math in his work kit, he would have been even more alarmed.  If he understood that averages conceal details that are revealing he would have learned that the white infant mortality rate for 2002 was 5.7, the black rate 13.5.  And if he had done a little math he would have found that the ratio of black infant deaths to white deaths—2.4:l, or more than twice as great—suddenly spurted after years of declining.   Something clearly is going on, and it’s the journalist’s obligation to find out.

    Kristof does say that “some of the steps the government is now taking—or talking about—like cutting back further on entitlements, particularly those giving children access to health care—would aggravate the situation.”



State Rates
  Infant mortality has been described as the “mark of civilization,” which implies that a society that does not take measures to care for some of its weakest cannot be described as civilized.  By this measure, the United States needs civilizing.  Here are the states with the highest rates for  white and black infants:


Highest Rates: White


Delaware

7.9


West Virginia

7.8



Oklahoma

7.3


Arkansas

7.2


North Dakota

7.2

Mississippi

7.0

Tennessee

7.0
Highest Rates: Black

            Wisconsin

17.9
            Tennessee

17.0

Illinois


15.8

Missouri

15.6


New Mexico

15.6


Ohio


15.5


South Carolina
15.0

                            Causes and Other Rates
The CDC reports that in 2002 “The rate rose significantly for infants whose mothers smoked….and for infants of mothers aged 15-17 years.” 

 Other observations by the CDC that might be included in your reporting:

 Rate for Chinese mothers—3.0.

  
 Rate for Cuban mothers—3.7


 Rate for Puerto Rican mothers—8.2


 Rate for married mothers—5.4

 Rate for unmarried mothers—9.9

              If these are factors in your state, include them in your reporting.

Assignment:

  l. Compare the rates for the United States and other industrialized countries. What accounts for the low ranking of the U.S.?
 2.  Find the mortality rates by race and ethnic grpup for infants in your state over the last five years.  Have they increased, decreased? What are the causes for these deaths?  
Gay Marriages

Focus on the Family, the American Family Association and delegates of the Southern Baptist Convention have supported proposals for a constitutional amendment  banning gay marriages, and several states have adopted amendments to their constitutions prohibiting such unions.


In response, gay groups say that there is a distinction between the religious and the civil marriage ceremonies, and they believe civil ceremonies are not the province of  religious groups. 

Assignment: What is the situation in your state?  Is there any organized support/opposition to a constitutional amendment, a state prohibition?
Church and State

In the aftermath of the presidential election various interpretations were offered about what direction voters wanted social, cultural and political matters to take.  For example: The House Majority Leader, Tom DeLay, said:



We’re going to be able to lead this country in the direction 


 We’ve been dreaming of for years….We’re going to put God back 


  into the public square.


Assignment:Interview faculty members about DeLay’s prediction, and make a search for background.  Include the court decisions on the display of the Ten Commandments on public property.

Conjecture


“The Edge”—a web site about science—asked a group of creative thinkers, “What do you believe is true, even though you cannot prove it?”  Among the answers:


Richard Dawkins, evolutionary biologist, Oxford University—“ I believe, but cannot prove, 

     that all life, all intelligence, all creativity and all ‘design’ anywhere in the universe is the 
    direct or indirect product of natural selection.  It follows that design comes late in the 

     universe, after  a period of Darwinian evolution.  Design cannot precede evolution and

     therefore cannot underlie the universe.

              David Myers, psychologist, Hope College—“As a Christian monotheist, I start with two

      unproven axioms:

1. There is a God.

2. It’s not me (and it’s also not you).
     
 Together, these axioms imply my surest conviction: that some of my beliefs (and yours)

      contain error.  We are, from dust to dust, finite and fallible.  We have dignity but not
      deity. …


Assignment:  Why not give students a chance to dig into some weighty and controversial issues? Given the considerable controversy about religion and politics, perhaps a question that elicits some discussion of evolution and religion would be informative. 


You might also consider assigning students to obtain the views of local clergy and faculty members on the subject raised by Leon Wieseltier raises in the section above titled Religion and Disasters: Subjects for Journalism?

 Campus Drinking


The National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism says that at least 1,400 student deaths each year can be attributed to alcohol.  Studies show that 22 to 44 percent of students drink to excess.  The deaths of four students this fall from binge drinking has alerted campus authorities to the problem. Most agree that lectures about the consequences of alcohol abuse do not work. Some schools are experimenting with therapy programs that are based on an alcohol-reduction concept—not demanding students stop drinking but counseling them to cut back. More than a hundred colleges use the online self-assessment program called e-CHUG.


Assignment: Does your school have a program aimed at students with drinking problems?   Is its aim to stop students from drinking or to assist them to drink in moderation?
Class Discussion

Preempt or Not?

   
 For the 11 p.m. newscast you are broadcasting live the budget session of the Erie County Legislature. The legislators are discussing how to meet an increase in required spending with limited revenue. The key issue is whether to raise the needed new income by increasing the sales tax or to limit spending by firing 3,000 county workers, which would mean closing the county’s libraries and making deep cuts in the sheriff’s department.   It’s almost 11:30 and you have to decide whether to switch from this local coverage to the network Jay Leno show.


Discussion:  What do you do?


You may want to tell your students what a Buffalo, N.Y., station did in this situation: 



High Ratings for Public Service Journalism

 WGRZ-TV in Buffalo, N.Y., kept its county reporter on the scene, says Deborah Silverman of Buffalo University in a note to Update, and just before midnight the legislators voted to increase the sales tax.   Viewers stayed with the on-the-scene reporting rather than switch to Letterman or Nightline. 

The Buffalo News TV columnist reported, “It was a smart call, heavily endorsed by local Nielsen voters. WGRZ’s 11:30 p.m. to midnight ratings (l1 5) were higher than the combined ratings of WIVB (6.2) and WKBW (4.6). WGRZ’s viewers were treated to a live demonstration of democracy and live journalism at work.”




 Teaching Points
   One of the points to make to students is that good news reporting captures viewers.  Another point is that budgets usually are hammered out after difficult decision-making, usually choices between or among unpopular options.  
The situation is worsening for city and county budget makers as state and federal legislators are passing on to local governments costs that these larger units  have carried in the past.   No politician wants to be seen as increasing taxes, so governors and state legislators pass on such costs as Medicaid—as was the case in Erie County.

                     Briefs

++Gerald Grow at Florida A&M reports on the journalism educators’ listserv this comment in a course evaluation:



I have noticited that the skills I have learned during the

          practices quizzes has been applied to my writing and editing,


++The New Republic takes The New York Times to task for writing that “White House officials scheduled a single mother from Iowa, Sandy Jaques, to speak for Bush’s economic summit on the advantages that private accounts would offer to divorced spouses and widows.”

The magazine says, “It’s common practice for politicians to invite an average American to testify on behalf of a new proposal. … The problem is Sandy Jaques is no average American.”  The magazine cites her background in Iowa where she heads a “right-wing think tank” and says “she is actually a Washington shill.”    


The point:  Students should be reminded that when they quote and cite sources on controversial issues it’s essential to check their background and to include their affiliations in the story. 

++A Williams College economics professor who studied the political views of 3,500 freshmen found that generally retained their political leanings from their freshman year to three years after graduation, except for students whose roommates had far-left political beliefs.  These students usually emerged as conservatives. The study also found that the higher the SAT score, the more liberal the student.

++Journalism Educator is not alone in using euphemisms for its obits. (See Update XIII.)  Merv Block checked Lexis-Nexis to find out how many newscasts used “passed away” and “passed on” for “died” in the past six months.  There were a thousand hits, so he asked for the last month’s usage—127 hits.  Block comments, “’Passed away’ has not passed away.”


++Spellcheck No Help Department: 




Students “hold up signs evoking Jesuit principals

                              to protest Raytheon’s presence at the Career Fair.”

`

 


--The Heights, Boston College newspaper
                                         



“Black…declined to pay immediately, saying he would



     pay interest until June, and then would repay the principle.”






--The New York Times
