Update XIII
Young Journalists
The Impediments to Good Work 
 Here are some excerpts from an article in Harvard Magazine that describes the research of Howard Gardner and his associates at the Graduate School of Education into how young people in journalism and other fields “learn to become—or not to become—good workers.”  David B. Wilkins, author of the piece, writes:


Every worker has both the right and the responsibility to 


be a “professional” who produces work that is “good,” both in the


technical sense of being performed with skill and in the moral 

sense of responding to the needs of society.  Individuals are 

most likely to  be able to do so, the researchers contend, if the field in 


which they work is “well aligned” in that all stakeholders (for example,


employers, workers, and those who receive or are affected by the 


work) want more or less the same thing (for example, curing disease or


fairly and accurately reporting the news).


But alignment is threatened when stakeholders become motivated 


by things other than achieving these core professional ideals.  Given the


extent to which market forces have come to dominate journalism,

science, and the arts—and much the rest of our lives—it is not surprising that the authors devote most of their time to studying how young workers
understand and respond to the potentially corrupting influence of money. …


For the most part, young workers are committed to the same

overarching goals that veteran workers had previously identified as constituting the core ethical aspirations of the domain. Young journalists

want to report the news fairly and accurately. …



Pressures to Compromise

But the bad news quickly follows.  From the beginning of their

careers, young workers feel pressure to compromise these lofty ideals.

In order to satisfy their editors’ needs to win the “ratings war,” 
young journalists are pressed to report sensationalized stories that they

believe distort the truth and add little to the public debate. . …


All these pressures increase as young workers move from the 

relative security of high-school newspapers…to the more intense 

less structured world of work.





Little Direction

After they leave the supportive cocoon of their high-school or
college newspapers, for example, young journalists are left almost 

entirely on their own; they have few mentors and face largely antagonistic

relations with their editors and highly competitive relationships 

with their peers.  As a result, they have few resources to call on in

framing a strategy to resists pressures to cut corners or sensationalize  their reporting. …
Ideally, exploring how to balance a profession’s own 

understanding  of its role and the views and needs of society would be a central task of professional education. From the accounts provided here, however, there is little reason to be optimistic that anything like such an investigation is taking place. Young journalism students typically describe journalism school as a waste of time. …

Ratings Madness

Merv Block calls my attention to a column by Connie Schultz in Cleveland’s Plain Dealer that ran Nov. 22.  It begins:




When I finally watched Sharon Reed’s naked ploy



for ratings last week on WOIO Channel l9, my own reactions



surprised me.




I expected to be angry and appalled to watch the news



anchorwoman wriggle free of her sexy lingerie for hundreds



of thousands of television viewers.




Instead, I felt incredibly sad.




I was sad that local broadcast journalism had hit a new



low.




I was sad that so many Clevelanders, including the media,



fell for it.




Most of all, I was sad for Sharon Reed.




Reed is a beautiful, smart, highly educated black woman in



a profession that would never have hired her 30 years ago. The daughter



of two schoolteachers went to Georgetown University, then got her 



masters at the prestigious Medill School of Journalism at Northwestern



University.

Schultz goes on to describe a first for Reed—“the first anchorwoman to appear nude on the news.  She did this because her two bosses, both middle-age white men, convinced her it would be great for the ratings.   “We knew what this could do for our ratings,” she quotes the news director as saying to her.  

Reed was filmed in June, but the station held the segment until the November sweeps.  Schultz writes:



The station’s racy promos paid off.  The single broadcast


last Monday drew the station its highest ratings ever….

Photographing Child Abuse


“There is a great reluctance on the part of editors to tell stories which are too

tough or too strong and show the realities of people’s lives. And when you get into children’s lives, editors are extremely squeamish. But they’re not afraid to show the children after they’ve done some horrible deeds, after they’ve killed five kids in the schoolyard.” –Donna Ferrato, photographer of domestic abuse.


Ferrato describes her photographing a child sexual assault in South Africa:  “I was able to spend that time with her at the hospital and stayed with her while she was diagnosed with syphilis.  I didn’t think it was right to use her real name in the story (the editors at The New York Times Magazine decided to use it) but I firmly believed people needed to see her face, to understand that this is a real child.  I hope that children are not exploited by my work, but that through it they have a chance to show what they are going through.  They have a right to be able to show that and to say, ‘I hurt, I’m angry, this has happened to me. I need help.’”

Necrology

The journal Journalism & Mass Communication Educator in its Autumn 2004 issue carries an obituary of my former colleague Elie Abel.  Elie was dean of the Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia University from l970 to l979. Under the head Passages, Educator reports that Elie “passed away July 23.”   

If Elie has indeed made passage to some ethereal realm, I can see him trying to stifle a smile, perhaps a cackle, at the euphemisms for obituary and died.  Elie, who had worked for CBS News and The New York Times and other newspapers, was a newsman who cherished plain talk. Not for him obfuscation and avoidance of the realities of life…and death.

Journalism Educator continues to meander from the actualities of journalism practice.  How many newspapers head their obituary columns Passages and describe the deceased as passing?  Why the euphemisms in a journal supposedly concerned with journalism?

Hear Fowler on euphemisms: “…a substitute for blunt precision or disagreeable truth,” and Bergen Evans in  A Dictionary of Contemporary American Usage :  “In regard to death, the speech of the educated today is more direct than that of the uneducated and semi-educated, who still speak of passing on for dying….”

Reality Assignments

The legislative program of the second Bush administration offers journalism instructors an opportunity to plunge students into meaningful journalistic work.  For example:  The administration has indicated its intention to overhaul the retirement system by creating personal investment accounts in Social Security. 

 The proposal has generated considerable controversy.  Its supporters say personal accounts will lead to greater choice in planning retirement and significantly larger payoffs for retirees.  Opponents say the proposal will drain huge amounts of money from the existing system, requiring the government to borrow trillions of dollars to prop it up.  This borrowing will come on top of large budget deficits the government is already running and will have to be financed by tax increases and cuts in benefits to those in the current system
Students can gather background easily with a search, then interview campus authorities on the subject and social security recipients.  

Assignments
Campus Religious Groups

The number of religious organizations on campus is reported to be growing.  Even denominational schools host a variety of such groups.  For example, California Lutheran and Houston Baptist universities have chapters of Hillel, a Jewish student organization. What is the situation on your campus today compared with 10, 20 years ago?  What services do these organizations offer students; what activities do they engage in?

Homecoming Royalty: Sexist, anti-Gay?

A gay senior at Vanderbilt University ran for homecoming queen and although he did not win, he was elected to the homecoming court and took part--in drag--at the  homecoming football game last month. “I wanted to make alumni and students recognize that on this campus we have gay students, and as much as the administration wants to keep us in the shadows, off to the side and out of the limelight, I’m not going to stand for it,” Everett Moran said. At St. Cloud State University, a male student was elected homecoming queen, setting off an angry reaction among parents and alumni.   At the University of Washington in Seattle, two women were crowned homecoming “royals,” No king was crowned. 

Moran’s action and protests against “gender-specific titles” are part of a searching examination of the homecoming ritual that highlights the election and crowning of kings and queens. Some universities have dropped the procedure under pressure from women students who complained that the practice is sexist. Some have altered the procedure to include gay candidates.  Several of the revampings have resulted in controversy. In 1999, a gay student ran for homecoming queen at New Mexico State University, which led to the student government’s ruling that queen candidates must be female.  But after a female student ran for homecoming king in 2002, the rule was revoked.

 Have there been any controversies about the homecoming tradition on your campus? 
Watchdog Site
The Nieman Foundation has a Web site—www.niemanwatchdog.org—that is  dedicated to “holding accountable people and groups in positions of power and especially in government.”  You might want to assign students to describe some of the work displayed on the site.   The site includes assessments of reporting it finds wanting. 
Schools Seek Cash

Increasing numbers of school systems are turning to industry and commerce for cash to supplement dwindling income from city and state sources.  “Our schools are struggling,” says Dan Fuller of the National School Boards Assn.  As a result, he says, the nation-wide movement  to asking for outside help is “a trend that will continue and possibly grow.”

Colleges are also getting in on the act.  The University of Vermont signed a $4.3 million contract with Coca-Cola that gives the bottler the right to provide soft drinks, bottled water and its other products in vending machines and the dining halls over a 10-year period.


Not everyone is happy with the education-commerce tie-ins.  “It’s really a bargain with the devil because what these districts essentially are doing is selling their students’ health,” says Alex Molnar, head of the Commercialism in Education Research Unit at Arizona State University.


Has your university or have local school systems in the state agreed to such contracts? What has been the response of educators, civic leaders?

Volatile Subjects 

Two of the most divisive issues in society are religion and sex.  Here are two CAR assignments that you might consider making:






Religion

A. The courts have been making rulings on the placement of monuments carrying the Ten Commandments on courthouse lawns and on other public property. Some courts have found that this placement of the monuments violates the Constitutional separation of church and state. Other rulings have been ambiguous.
A summary of the issue, most likely to go to the Supreme Court, would be an interesting assignment.
B.The Barna Group of Ventura, Calif., which describes itself as “the leading religious pollster in the U.S.,” reports the following results of its polls, which could provide material for campus and community surveys by your students: 


l. 79 percent oppose removing Ten Commandments

   displays from public buildings.


2. 84 percent oppose removing “In God We Trust” from currency.


3. 84 percent oppose removing “Under God” from the 

   Pledge of Allegiance.


4. 59 percent favor teaching creationism in public schools.



Divorce Rates 
The Barna Group also reports the following divorce rates among various religious groups:


 Pentecostals
                 44 percent

 Born-again Christians     35 percent 


 Baptists

     29 percent

 Presbyterians                   28 percent
Overall, Catholics have a 25 percent rate, Protestants 39 percent.


                Atheists/agnostics have a 21 percent divorce rate.
 



   Sex

In its latest review of sexually transmitted diseases, the U.S. Department of Health states:




STDs are hidden epidemics of enormous health and



economic consequences in the United States.  They are hidden

because many Americans are reluctant to address sexual health issues in an open way and because of the biologic and social characteristics of these
diseases….


Despite the barriers, there are existing individual-and community-

based interventions that are effective and can be implemented immediately….

What is your community, your state doing to cope with STDs? Here are some city and state figures the Department has just issued.  Check for your city and state figures and for any programs directed at combating these diseases: 



          Chlamydia


Highest rates of cases per l00,000 population in states:



Alaska

  605.8



Louisiana
   467.8



Hawaii

     44.2

 
Highest rates of cases per l00,000 population in cities:



Rochester, NY  l,219.6



Philadelphia      l,l89.3



Detroit

  l,l02.2




Gonorrhea



            States




Louisiana
   264.4




Mississippi
   220.4




Alabama
   207.4

                                               Cities  



St. Louis
   752.2




Rochester
   663.4




Richmond
   632.5

    (The Department of Health & Human Services has targeted the gonorrhea rate for 2010 at l9.0.   How close is your city or state to that goal?)

Syphilis

       States

Louisiana
35.2

Georgia
25.1

New York
22.8

Cities




Newark
ll9.0




Atlanta

117.0




San Francisco    85.7

Average Rates
                                   Chlamydia      304.3

                       Gonorrhea       ll6.2

                       Syphilis             ll.9

Political Preferences of Faculty 
 A national survey of faculty members in the humanities and social sciences found that Democrats outnumber Republicans seven-to-one.  The ratio will probably increase in time as younger faculty members are more consistently Democratic than their seniors nearing retirement, the study commented.   Thirty years ago, the ratio was about three to one.  In another study of all the faculties at Stanford and the University of California at Berkeley, the ratio is nine-to-one.
In response, an organization on 135 campuses, Students for Academic Freedom,  is campaigning to have state legislatures and Congress protect students from what the organization worries is discrimination against students and prospective faculty members for their political beliefs.  The founder of the movement, David Horowitz, says the group’s purpose is “to take politics out of the hiring process and the classroom.”  Horowitz says that “conservative students are discouraged from pursuing scholarly careers because they see very clearly that their professors consider Republicans to be the enemy.”
The organization’s Web site encourages students to conduct surveys on campus  to seek out “left-wing bias” in the faculty. Students are instructed to check public voter registration records.  Democrats and Green Party voters are counted as “left,” Republican and Libertarian voters as “right.”  Independents are not counted.  

Administrators say that personal political leanings of faculty members do not influence their instruction. As for the preponderance of Democratic faculty members, some administrators contend that conservatives are not interested in an academic career.

Has your campus a chapter of Students for Academic Freedom?  
Have any students complained that their instructors introduced post-election comments in class irrelevant to the course? 
Conservatives Seek State Laws


Attempts by conservative groups to have their state legislatures enact laws guaranteeing representation of conservative viewpoints on college and university campuses have not fared well in California, Colorado and Georgia. 


The California legislation was tabled. In Colorado, the bill’s sponsor withdrew the bill and accepted a voluntary agreement among higher education leaders to implement grievance  procedures to “ensure  that political diversity is explicitly recognized and protected” on campuses, the AAUP reports. In Georgia, the bill’s sponsors introduced a modified resolution after consulting with faculty members, which was adopted. 

Have similar measures been introduced in your state legislature?

Tough Courses

On every campus there are a few courses known to be demanding.  At Emory University, the course is “Introduction to Psychology I: Psychobiology and Cognition,” taught be David A. Edwards.  At Georgetown University it is “Applied Marketing Management,” nicknamed “Homacide” after the instructor, Kenneth E. Homa.  At Abilene Christian University, the course is “Elementary Greek Readings I and II,” taught by Jan Hailey.


What courses are considered the toughest on your campus?  Why do students take these courses, and what do the students and their instructors have to say about them? 
Voter Profile

Dozens of studies have been made comparing the values, interests and background of those who voted in the presidential election.  Here is an analysis from The New York Times that you might use as the basis of an assignment for your students:

Readers of Ladies Home Journal (per l,000 residents): 





Highest 

North Dakota

24.3 (B)

South Dakota

22.3 (B)

Iowa


21.7 (B)


Readers of Playboy (per l,000 residents):
           Highest 

Iowa


l8.6 (B)

Wyoming

l8.5 (B)

 


North Dakota

l7.5 (B)


Readers of The New Yorker (per l,000 residents):





Highest




Vermont

l2.3 (K)




Massachusetts

 9.0 (K)




New York

 8.7 (K)


Divorces per l,000 married people:




             Highest




Nevada

l4.6 (B)




Arkansas

l2.7 (B)




Wyoming`

ll.9  (B)


Abortions per l,000 births by state residence:





Highest




New York

30 (K)




Delaware

21 (K)




Washington

20 (K)


Here is another comparison the Times  made:



Median Household Income (from 2000 census in 2004 dollars):





Highest




New Jersey
$62,3l8 (K)




Connecticut     $60,949 (K)




Maryland 
$59,743 (K)





Lowest




Arkansas
$36,367 (B)




Mississippi
$36,405 (B)




West Virginia
$33,568 (B)

You can suggest other areas of comparison for a CAR assignment supplemented by interviews with relevant faculty members.

Observations 
Another Campus Novel


The latest novel to explore campus life comes from the computer screen of Tom Wolfe. I Am Charlotte Simmons is the tale of an innocence deflowered at Dupont (Duke?) University. The book did not fare well in the hands of reviewers, most of whom consider it the least of Wolf’s efforts to be our present-day Dickens. In his review in The New York Times Book Review, Jacob Weisberg says in passing that “it is by far the weakest of his novels.  Wolfe succumbs too easily to the journalist’s temptation to explain his characters instead of letting them take on lives of their own.”


Weisberg, editor of Slate, apparently has never heard of the journalist’s admonition, “Show, don’t tell.”
Emerson on Writing
 From Ralph Waldo Emerson’s journal entry “Good Writing”: 

All writing should be selection in order to drop every dead word.

      Why do you not save out of your speech or thinking only the vital

       things--the spirited mot which amused or warmed you when you 

       spoke it—because of its luck & newness. I have just been reading in

       this careful book of a most intelligent & learned man, a number of flat 

       conventional  words & sentences. If a man would learn to read  his 

       own manuscript severely—becoming really a third person & search only for 

       what interested him, he would blot to purpose--& how every page would

       gain!  Then all the words will be sprightly, & every sentence a surprise. 
Privilege and Prosecution

The December 2004 Atlantic Monthly has a relevant discussion, “Leaks and the Law,” in which Benjamin Wittes discusses the prosecution of reporters who were involved with the leak to the columnist Robert Novak of the identity of Valerie Plame as an undercover CIA operative.
The article is an excellent summary of the laws involved in the reporter-source relationship. Wittes says that the key Supreme Court case, Branzburg v. Hayes, is not as clearcut as most of us have assumed.  The Court ruled 5-4, but Wittes writes, with “Lewis Powell, writing an anguished concurrence the press has had some room to argue that Branzburg was kind of a victory in defeat’s clothing.  This argument has gained traction in the lower courts, which have often found a measure of protection for the press in civil proceedings and criminal trials—holding that reporters should not have to testify unless the information is crucial and unavailable elsewhere.  Moreover, many states have passed what are called shield laws, which effectively  make the reporter’s privilege a matter of statute.

“Congress, however, has never passed a federal shield law, and the privilege is at its weakest in a grand-jury setting….”
Mass Media: Blandness and Rant
Jackson Lears reviews Paul Starr’s The Creation of the Media: The Political Origins of Modern Communications in The New Republic:


The mush served up by the mainstream press—the blend of local 


expertise and Beltway sentimentality, and conventional wisdom


epitomized, say, by a  David Broder column—creates a world

where “partisanship:” and “negative campaigning” are considered bad form.


But blandness is not the only diversion available.  Tabloid

media offer other alternatives to the gray world of policy debate. 

 

They provide relief from boredom for people who want to scream or 



be screamed at, but their impact on the public  sphere is anything



but benign, and it is not simply a  matter of confusing rhetoric with 



rant.  Tabloids promote a right-wing populism (or pseudopopulism)



that redefines class in cultural  terms, redirecting populist sentiment from 



rich Republicans with rifles to “latte-sipping liberals.”  While

it is perfectly congenial with the  interests of multinational media monopolies, this ideology  has a larger significance: it has pushed

the fulcrum of public debate sharply to the right during the last twenty-five years—ever since the ascension of the now-sainted Ronald Reagan, the pioneer pseudopopulist  whose mastery of the mass media continues from

the grave.  The spread of this faux populism helps to explain how working-class voters might be persuaded to vote for Republican policies that threaten their own economic survival.


 The public sphere, in short, is in a mess, and the situation has only

worsened since September 11.  The Bush administration’s revival of providentialist cant, the supine posture of the media, the indifference of the 

American population to widely publicized factual evidence (60 percent 

of Americans still believe there was a link between Saddam Hussein and Al Quaeda);  none of these developments inspires confidence in the vigor of

of our “national conversation.”

This was published last summer.  Interestingly, exit polls indicate that 70 percent of those who voted for President Bush believed the link between Al Quaeda and Hussein.
Most of the media did report that despite the insistence of the Bush administration of the link, none was found, and that inspectors found no evidence of weapons of mass destruction.

 You might ask students to discuss this gap between media and the convictions of people.  Is this the result of the suspicion of what Richard Viguerie, the conservative direct mail dispenser, calls “the liberals in the media”? 

Objectivity
 The debate about objectivity is never-ending.  Yes, one can be objective about a great deal—batting averages, births and deaths, divorce, crime and infant mortality rates, the city budget and property tax rate.  But a lot of journalism is subjective.  Hear Thomas Griffith, who had a long career at Time:



Better to admit from the start the inevitable subjectivity

of journalism, and then to treat it as a necessary condition, not a right. 

On the Seattle newspaper where I once worked, an only-the-facts-ma’m style 

of writing prevailed.  In the areas we were allowed to report about, we were confined to


the barren facts; the result was that the most conscientious reader hardly knew what was going on in the city….that which matters most requires selection and judgment.


A news story originates in a collision of fact with an interested mind, and

what makes one journalist “see” a story and another not has much to do with

his own imagination, curiosity and temperament.
Deep Throat
William Gaines, Knight Chair Professor, at the University of Illinois, assigned his  journalism students the task of finding the identity of Woodward and Bernstein’s Deep Throat.  In the December 2003 issue of Smithsonian, which I have just managed to get around to reading, he discloses the identity of the reporters’ source who was instrumental in the undoing of the Nixon presidency.
             Gaines says that “guessing the identity of Deep Throat has become something of a parlor game among journalists, pundits and conspiracy theorists.  At least three books and scores of articles have delved into the identity of Deep Throat.  The list of likely suspects has included former White House aide and current network anchor Diane Sawyer; Nixon’s chief of staff Alexander Haig; acting FBI director Patrick Gray; and John Sears, one of Nixon’s deputy counsels.”  Others have contended

Deep Throat was a composite of several sources. 


The methods the students used to identify the person Gaines and his students are convinced is Deep Throat (and his identity) are explained in the article. 
Wasted Classroom Time 
An article in the current Journalism Educator indicates that journalism instructors spend a lot of their time teaching students what can only be described as high school grammar and sentence structure. As I have reported in past issues of Update, several weeks of the introductory news reporting and writing course are devoted to bringing students around to writing grammatical sentences.   This holds true even in programs that demand a passing grade in freshman composition and an entrance examination for journalism course enrollment. Can someone explain this disconnect between the level of instruction in the English department and the requirements of the journalism department?
Celebrity Journalism
Frank Rich, a columnist for The New York Times, writes:


Most people have long ago turned to TV for their 


daily news, and many no longer believe what they read. One of the


most disturbing revelations of the Blair scandal was that few subjects  of his 


bogus stories, Jessica Lynch’s family included, called The Times to complain


about his actions. They just assumed reporters make stuff up….



“The standard for journalism used to be, ‘What’s the


best obtainable version of the truth?’” Carl Bernstein said when


I asked him how the profession has changed since the Watergate 


era.  “Now we’re living in a celebrity culture that no longer


values truth more than hype.”

Bernstein then recalls his and Woodward’s work in exposing Watergate.  The movie of their investigatory journalism, he tells Rich, “was not about Bob and me.  There’s not a woman in our lives in it; it’s not about us at all.  It’s about the process of good journalism: methodical, empirical, not very glamorous, hard-slogging journalism. Now, journalism is as infected by the celebrity culture as every other institution.”
Class Discussion:  You might ask your students what kind of journalism they hope to practice and the journalists—past and present—they hold as role models. 

(Contributions to Update and comments on its contents should be sent to mm55@columbia.edu.)
