          Update XV
Journalists Check 
Verifying the Assertion

Reporters for The New York Times looked into President Bush’s claim that “skyrocketing” malpractice claims are to blame for the high cost of insurance for doctors.
The claims and subsequent jury awards, Bush asserted, end up in higher costs to patients and have caused some doctors to leave practices in states with “junk lawsuits.” 


The Bush administration is pressing Congress to limit jury awards to $250,000 to  victims of medical mistakes and their families for pain and suffering


Joseph B. Treaster and Joel Brinkley examined the causes of rising medical malpractice rates.  They found:


But for all the worry over higher medical expenses, legal costs do


   not seem to be at the root of the recent increase in malpractice insurance

                premiums. Government and industry data show only a modest rise in 
                malpractice claims over the last decade. And last year, the trend in 


   payments for malpractice claims against doctors and other medical professionals

                turned sharply downward, falling 8.9 percent, to a nation-wide total of 

                $4.6 billion, according to data compiled by the Health and Human Services

                 Department. …



  The recent spike in premiums—which is now showing signs of  

   steadying—says more about the insurance business than it does about the

    judicial system.

Verification of the assertions of those holding power is a relatively new tool in the journalistic arsenal, as I pointed out in an article in a symposium about the state of journalism that appeared the Winter 2004 Nieman Reports.  (See the following.)
Journalists Dig and Reveal Nowadays

Responding to polls that reveal deep criticism of current media performance and concern for the future of journalism, Nieman Reports asked 15 journalists and journalism educators:  “Can journalism survive in this era of punditry and attitude?”  For what it’s worth, here are excerpts from my reply in the Winter 2004 issue:



Attitude? Anyone recall Westbrook Pegler excoriating Eleanor


     Roosevelt and her husband?  Or Colonel Robert McCormick’s Chicago Tribune

     and the Hearst newspapers on the New Deal?  A colleague at Columbia University


     who worked for the Journal-American in New York told me that the Chief, 


     as William Randolph Hearst was known,  instructed his staffers that Roosevelt’s

                  New Deal was to be called the Raw Deal in their copy. 

                   
Journalism survived them, as it did the partisan press, yellow journalism,

   
      and fiction-writing journalists to whom the reporter’s notebook was 

incentive to invention. …I just learned that St. Clair McKelway’s lead I’d acclaimed   in edition after edition of “News Reporting and Writing,”--“What  price Glory? Two eyes, two legs, an arm-- $12 a month.”—about a disabled World War I veteran’s pension from an ungrateful nation began a story that is well-written hokum.



If you take time to look at what journalists are doing


       these days—as I’ve done to gather material for my textbook’s 10th

       edition—you’d be encouraged.  Here is a small sampling of what


       I found:




  *A nine-month investigation by Miles Moffeit and




Amy Herdy of The Denver Post into how the military

                                       handles domestic violence found “sexual and domestic


 

violence to be widespread in the armed services” and 
                                       that the “military’s unique justice system protects 




abusers while punishing the victims. …”




   *Ronnie Greene’s investigation for The Miami Herald

                             
of labor contractors documented the exploitation of




Mexican and black laborers.




    *The digging of Anna Werner and David Raziq of KHOU




in Houston exposed flawed lab tests in Harris County, which




sends more men and women to death row than any county




in the nation.




     *Eric Newhouse of the Great Falls (Montana) Tribune

          


followed  his Pulitzer Prize series on the problems alcoholism




causes in the community with a series on the lack of care for




troubled youths.  He told me, “My job is to amplify the voices

   


of those who go unheard.”




     *UPI reporter Mark Benjamin, now the investigations editor, 




examined the medical treatment of soldiers returning from 




Iraq and uncovered delays—some months long—in treatment 




as well as problems involving mental health, including 




suicide linked to malaria medications.


 I cite the work of David Cay Johnston, a New York Times 
reporter who “traveled to farm country to check President Bush’s assertion that “to keep farms in the family we are going to get rid of the death tax.”



        He found fearful farmers, evidence that Bush’s warning had 




taken root. But how many farms had been lost?  “’It’s a myth,’” he




quoted an Iowa State University farm economist.  “He had searched 

                 

far and wide but had never found a case in which a farm was lost 




because of estate taxes,” Johnston wrote.


I contrast this digging, verifying journalism with what Jack Wilson of The Des Moines Register said about his frustration in covering the Goldwater campaign in 1964. 





“We could not give an accurate picture of the campaign




within the limits of what you might call straight news reporting,” 




Wilson told me. “We could not, without editorializing, tell the readers

            


that Goldwater was not getting a strong reaction from the crowds,




that he was in some cases boring them.  We couldn’t say that some




of what he said didn’t make sense in terms of being bad logic expressed 




sentences that didn’t say anything.”

The difference between Johnston’s and Wilson’s work reflects the greater freedom journalists have these days to verify assertions.  Whether this freedom is utilized by local media  would make a good assignment for students.
 For Classroom Use
Enduring Quotes





Errors

“He was willing to forgive blunders, even to be amused by them, if he felt the writer had looked at the news freshly, still saw some red at a fire and felt pity at a disaster, searched for the odd fact and the revealing comment.”


--Justin Kaplan in Lincoln Steffens, a Biography, commenting on Steffens

        as city editor of the Commercial Advertiser in New York.





Criticism

“Don’t be sensitive if I should in the future seem brusque, harsh or even unjust in  my criticism.  I sincerely hope I never shall be, but if I should, remember that fault-finding is perhaps both my privilege and my weakness, that correction is the only road to improvement. …As long as I find fault with you, I hope and believe in the use of trying to train, teach, and perpetuate you.  When I find it hopeless to improve a man, I always quit the job and never criticize.

--Joseph Pulitzer in a note to a new editor at The World.





Scholars and Crusaders

“Perhaps from some points of view I could be charged with too much in the way of balance or dialectic, rather than a drive toward definite, socially needed goals.  But my own feeling is that a teacher has a first responsibility to promote understanding, rather than to promote causes.  If I wanted to crusade, I’d do it from a different base—politics, or journalism.  But there are good teachers, I’m aware, who are passionate crusaders.”

--Paul Freund, Harvard Law School professor, replying to the comment of his dean, Erwin N. Griswold, that Freund disappointed him “that Paul is not more of a crusader. If he were more willing to take a position on things, he would be far more useful—to Harvard as well as to society.  I don’t think that a leading American law school would be accomplishing its mission if its faculty were all dedicated, quiet scholars.”

Credibility Gap?

Talk Radio’s New Hire 


A New York radio station, WWRL, has hired Armstrong Williams to be co-host of a daily radio talk show.  Williams was a syndicated columnist for the Tribune Media Services, which dropped his column after it was disclosed that the Bush administration had paid him to promote administration policies.


“I think he’s going to labor with a question mark about him, given this scandal,” said Andrew Kohut, director of the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press.  However, he added, “In the realm of combative media it might even be a mark of distinction. Who knows? This kind of political chat show is full of people with a lot of attitude and maybe some baggage.


“It’s not like he will be an anchor on CNN.”


The station manager saw no problem with hiring Williams. “We feel it’s something that unfortunately happened but we can all move on,” she said.


For his part, Williams concedes there will be criticism.  “I’m going to have to spend some time earning the trust and credibility of others again,” he said.

Class Discussion: Is there a distinction between talk radio programs and news programs? Are listeners aware of the ideology of the talk show hosts? Is there a difference between Williams and  Rush Limbaugh?
States Want Higher Standards
High School Education a Bust

Almost half of all high school graduates are prepared for nothing more than an entry-level job, the National Governors Association reports. Even though they hold diplomas, the students lack the basic skills required by colleges and most employers. 


“We must restore the value of the high school diploma,” said Gov. Mark Warner of Virginia, the chairman of the association.  “We must push our students harder and expect more from them. Three out of 10 students who enter high school do not graduate. Four out of 10 who do graduate lack the skills and knowledge to go on to college or to succeed in the work force.”

Bill Gates, the chairman of Microsoft, put it bluntly to the Association: “America’s high schools are obsolete” and are “ruining the lives of millions of Americans every year. When I compare our high schools with what I see when I am traveling abroad, I am terrified for our work force of tomorrow.” 

 Proposals for Change…and Opposition 

Among the proposals of the association are rigorous testing and high academic standards, high enough to satisfy colleges and employers.  Few states, the association  reported, have done this.  “Most states have not yet set the bar high enough,” said Gov. Robert Taft of Ohio. 


The association is asking states to draft plans to strengthen their curriculums. Gov. Warner predicted that having states adopt demanding curriculums and denying diplomas to those who fail the tests will be difficult.

Some educators and teacher organizations oppose exit examinations on the ground weak students may find them so difficult they drop out of school. Some educators contend  that high school teachers will restrict their teaching to the test contents rather than to reach for broader thinking skills. 


The governors returned to their home states pledging to revitalize high school education. 

             Assignment: Make an assessment of your state’s high school education and see whether educators and state officials are considering a more rigorous curriculum.

Pass-on English Faculty Members
Journalism Programs Affected

The revelations at the National Governors Association should come as no surprise to journalism educators. Many reporting and writing courses begin with several weeks of what can only be described as a reprise of high school English. 

College faculties and administrators blame high schools for the situation, but the responsibility may be next door-- freshman English composition classes.


Most journalism programs require their majors to have completed the composition course, usually with a C or better average.  But what the C represents is best described by an English composition instructor I know:


“After a few weeks with this class of 25,  I realized most

of them had serious problems. They were close to illiteracy. I gave them remedial work that few bothered to do.  I asked them to write about current events, but they never read newspapers, much less magazines.  By the


end of the semester, I could not pass 20 of them, and I reported


this to the head of the English department.



“No way, I was told.  I could not fail 80 percent of my students,


I was told.  And so they were all dutifully passed and I left that school.”


This indifference to educational rigor is widespread. A journalism instructor wrote me that she quickly realized many of her students were ill-equipped to do basic class work.  She found that other instructors faced the same problem and she suggested that a remedial course be set up for students in the department. But the program head turned down her suggestion.
Essential Information?
Not in Journalism Educator’s Obits 

The current issue of Journalism Educator reports that three colleagues “passed away” recently.  Ignoring the journalistic admonition that requires practitioners to anticipate and answer readers’ questions, the obit section--“Passages” is its quaint title--
informs us that one colleague died at 57 and another at 54.


Now, what, dear reader, immediately comes to mind? Could it be that you would like to know the cause of such early deaths?  We aren’t too curious about the third colleague, who died at the age of 73, though it is customary in an obituary to list the cause of death.  But 57 and 54?  What could have happened to these men?


I suppose suggesting that those who publish Journalism Educator observe some of the rudiments of journalistic practice is asking too much.

A Convergene Curriculum
New Pathway or the Wrong Direction?

 The Convergence Newsletter reports that “journalism schools are rethinking their training.  Rather than teaching print students only about writing, many colleges and universities are teaching those print students how to take photographs and create a video clip for the Web. …


“That cross-platform training is what Missouri University is launching this fall.  The Missouri School of Journalism is adding a convergence sequence for undergraduates, and even Master of Arts students will be able to focus on convergence if they choose.”

This concern for the techniques and technology of journalism reminded me of a small green book (six and a quarter by four and a quarter inches) I was handed when I went to work for the United Press, the United Press Radio News Style Book by Phil Newsom.

In the foreward to his 42-page booklet, Newsom wrote:

“This manual does not pretend to be a textbook to teach beginners in news writing how to write radio news.  It assumes that the reader is already experienced 

in writing news for newspapers and it seeks to point out to him—by citing both    precepts and pitfalls—how he should alter his style in  order to make his news stories as clear and effective when heard as they have been  previously when seen on the printed page.”

Wonder of wonders.  Scores of Unipressers managed to put out a radio wire of distinction, guided by Newsom’s little green book.




  Briefs

“A blog is still a view of the world through a pinhole.”




--Bill Keller, executive editor of The New York Times


“{Hunter S.) Thompson had much in common with (William) Burroughs and  (Allen) Ginsburg.  First, their products were mainly noise.  Their books were reissued but now sit inertly  on bookstore shelves, incapable of inspiring  younger readers, or even nostalgic baby boomers, to purchase them. Thompson claimed credit for the invention of ‘gonzo journalism,’ epitomized by his great success, ‘Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas,’ published in 1972. He will inevitably be hailed by newswriters as the creator of a genre.  But if his work is taught to the young, it is as an exemplar of the madness of the ‘60s, not as literature or journalism….
--Stephen Schwartz, The Daily Standard, Web site of The Weekly  Standard


“At its best, in the Nixon era, Thompson’s anger, in writing, was a beautiful thing, fearless and funny and, after all, not wrong about the shabbiness and hypocrisy of American officialdom.  It belonged to a time when journalists believed that fearlessness and humor and honesty could make a difference; and it’s sad to be reminded that the time in which such a faith was possible has probably passed.”




--Louis Menand, The New Yorker

“The weakest journalist will be the one who only knows journalism.”
--Robert MacNeil, former editor of the MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour

“There are powerful business reasons for the embrace we’re seeing of opinion journalism on TV.  It’s vivid, it’s entertaining, and—let’s face it—it’s less expensive than reporting out a difficult story.  Opinion offers a quick, efficient, and effective way to attract an audience in a cluttered world.”


--David Westin, president of ABC News, in Columbia Journalism Review
“We’ve done significant research with readers of the Tribune company’s three big papers, the Tribune, Newsday and the L.A. Times. There was an increasingly visceral distrust in us—a stated, increasing lack of confidence in the local papers, very consistent across the three markets.  They didn’t see what we were doing as materially different from local TV news—that was depressing.  People don’t associate investigative reporting with us, but with local news. They see what we do as no different from, ‘Could this pastrami sandwich kill you?  Could this screen door harm your child?  Tune in at ten!’  They don’t see any difference between an investigative reporter and blow-dried idiot.”


--James Warren, deputy managing editor for features, Chicago Tribune,  

quoted by Nicholas Lemann in The New Yorker.

“”I ask them (job applicants): ‘What do you read?  I ask them what they watch on TV.  I want to know if they make time to read. If they say they do, I ask them what they’ve read. I want to find out what kind of mind they have.  I am interested in how curious they are about things, the kinds of questions they ask.”




--Merrill Perlman, The New York Times
 
“The coarsening of the culture that traditionalist conservatives denounced is abetted by the very media concentration that economic conservatives defend. Why are liberals so tongue-tied in exposing this contradiction?”




--E.J.Dionne Jr., The New Republic


“When you talk to the best students in broadcast, there are no more than a handful of commercial outlets to which they aspire.  They want to do in-depth work and to use television to its full journalistic potential.  But where can they do that? Yes, there is still occasionally some excellent programming on local and network television, such as Nightline and those few hours for ‘serious’ documentaries that the anchors have hived off the networks as concessions in contract negotiations.  But, otherwise, there are virtually no jobs here.”
--Orville Schell, dean of the Graduate School of Journalism, University of California, Berkeley,




Columbia Journalism Review
“It’s easier to get somebody to go to Baghdad that to get something that is truly funny.”




--David Remnick, editor of The New Yorker
Assignments

Cheap Labor/Professional Practitioners


The use of part-time instructors is the source of debate on many campuses. Administrators say they cannot afford to have all instructors on a full-time basis because of the cost. The AAUP and many faculty members say the use of adjuncts short-changes students and cuts into the bargaining power of full-time faculty members.


Some professional schools and departments—law, medicine, journalism—say adjuncts provide students with the realities of the work they will be practicing.


Make a study of the use of part-time instructors in several departments.  Is the use growing? Interview defenders and opponents of the system.
 Student Guides
Have members of the faculty been listed in guides such as Pick-a-Prof, and if so have they reacted to the comments in the guides? 

Drinking Rules
Has your school tightened rules for off-campus drinking, or is it considering a rules revision?

Opening the Doors


The University of North Carolina no longer requires students who come from families of four that earn $37,000 or less to take out loans for school.  Rice does the same, but puts the figure at $30,000.  The university of Virginia no longer requires low-income students to take out loans and doesn’t ask them to cover expenses with work-study. What is your school doing about tuition to encourage high school graduates from low-income homes to apply?
The Obsolete Dictionary

“’Thanks to Michael Jackson, one can no longer assume that just because you see an umbrella, it means it must be raining,’ marvels Mr. Schleiff, sneaking a peak  as his office television replays Mr. Jackson’s daily perp walk—no moonwalk this—from limo door to courthouse door.”





--“Public Lives” column, The New York Times

“Originally an advertising designer, Mr. Palazzo was asked to create a typographic format that would distinguish The Tribune from its competitors. He broke with tradition when he combined newspaper layout principals and magazine display  presentation, including larger images, increased white space, and elegant headline composition.”




--Obituary of Peter Palazzo in The New York Times.

Bad Advice
A ‘Point of View’? Not for Journalists,  Says Textbook
 A journalism textbook advises students against having “a point of view” when they practice journalism.   Not only is this an impossibility—we ingest “a point of view” from our earliest days and enlarge it from our education and experience—it is bad advice to budding journalists.
 Journalists take to their work an outlook, which is another way of saying that journalists have an ethic that underlies their work.  Some believe they must straddle the absolute middle in their work—an impartial approach to the world of events and personalities.  “Just write what they say and describe what they do,” as my first managing editor directed me.


An Ethic for Today’s Journalists
 Others say that this approach is inadequate today, that neutrality in the face of government and corporate hype and spin compromises and distorts the journalistic mission. . They contend that a “point of view,” a commitment to watchdog journalism that requires investigation and verification has led to some of the great triumphs of journalism. 

Look at the work of David Cay Johnston, which is quoted above, and contrast it  with what  Jack Wilson had to write when  journalism was constricted to the words and deeds of the powerful.

 A point of view animates the best of our journalists and their journalism.  Mary McGrory, a role model for generations of journalists, said, “I have to see.  I have to hear.  I don’t want anyone doing my listening or my watching for me.


“No great men call me.  You know who calls me? Losers. I am their mark.  If you want to abolish lead mines.  If you want to save children from abuse or stupid laws or thick-headed judges, you have my telephone number.”

  Comments and contributions welcome: mm55@columbia.edu 
