                                           Update V

Credit Cards


Nearly one-third of all high school students have credit cards, a nationwide survey reports.  In college, students receive an average of 11 credit card solicitations a month, and they run up an average debt of almost $3,000 a month.


Lured by teaser rates of 2.9 percent, students sign up.  But when they miss a payment, the rate jumps to 16.5 percent.  Miss a few more payments and the rate goes to 24.5 percent.


Sample loan:

If you borrow $l,000 and pay it off  at $20 a month at the l6.5 percent       interest rate,  you start  paying $13.75 a month toward the interest, $6.25 toward the principal. It will take 7 years and $l,l55 in interest to pay off the $l,000 loan.

           Assignment:  How many students have credit cards at your institution? How many cards does the average student hold? What is the average debt? Use a few examples of what students buy to accumulate their debts and how they are paying off their debts. 

Coddled Students


Instructors at Harvard and Kenyon College recently wrote in The Chronicle of Higher Education that colleges coddle students with higher-than-deserved grades and services that reduce self-reliance and maturity. The articles stimulated a lengthy discussion on the magazine’s website, Colloquy, with scores of responses and comments.  (http://forums.chronicle)




AEJMC Panel

The discussion reminds me of a panel at an AEJMC convention.  The topic was admission standards and grading in journalism programs.  The argument of some was that the reason so many programs are hobbled with instruction in basics like grade-school mathematics and grammar is that most programs accept all applicants.  I said that student evaluations of faculty can lead to instructors currying favor with their students with high grades and an undemanding curriculum.


An instructor took vigorous exception to my comments and said that evaluations are valuable for the faculty and for students.

About half an hour after the panel’s conclusion, this instructor hailed me in a corridor.


“I have to apologize,” she said.  “Everyone has stopped me in the halls to tell me how wrong I am about evaluations.”


Apparently, many of us are hesitant about the value of evaluations but are reluctant to speak out for fear of causing student and administration protest.  Do faculty members believe there is grade inflation on your campus? How do they feel about student evaluations? 




Internet Services


Whether schools sponsor student evaluations may no longer be relevant.  Private enterprise has stepped in.  Several sites on the Internet offer evaluations.  One, Pick-a-Prof , offers its services to student governments for a fee of $5,000 to $l0,000 and more than 50 have signed up, including the University of Colorado, Florida State University, the University of Maryland and Indiana University.


Pick-a-Prof shows grade distributions for every course and every professor, the percentage of students who dropped the course, student reviews of the professor, bios of  professors, course descriptions and reading lists.


Although the student newspaper at the University of Maryland has printed stories about the availability of Pick-a-Prof, campus interviews indicate that l in 10 have heard of it and fewer have used it.  Faculty members know about it, and some have used it.


An engineering professor said he found his grade distribution was too high, and he decided to be “a little stricter,” according to The New York Times. 


Another said: “I’m not saying the sky is falling, that it’s a crisis, but I do believe that if you start orienting your work to the applause of the audience, that has unfortunate effects.”


Discussion: How would you go about gathering material for a story about student evaluations?  What sources would you use?


Assignment: How pervasive are student evaluations at your institution?  Do students use them in selecting courses, instructors? Are Internet evaluation services used?

“Scandalous Men’s  Basketball”


Of the 328 colleges that play men’s basketball, 58 of those with African-American players “did not graduate even one (African-American) during this last six-year period,” reports Richard Lapchick of the Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport at the University of Central Florida.  (Data for the Institute’s study, supplied by the NCAA, measured basketball student-athletes who entered college in 1995 and had graduated within six years of beginning college.)  Of the 58, four were the top-seeded teams in the NCAA’s men’s basketball tournament.

 According to NCAA figures, these four schools did not graduate any men’s basketball players during that period:



Kentucky (Midwest), Arizona (West), Texas (South), Oklahoma (East)

The final four in the tournament were the following teams with their graduation rates:



                     Syracuse—50 


                     Texas—0




          Kansas—67




          Marquette—l00


When the figures for the graduation rates of African-American basketball student-athletes were compiled by the Institute for students entering college in 1995 plus the four-class average for entering students in 1992, ’93, and ‘94, a slightly different picture emerges:





Syracuse—0





Texas—29







(Syracuse defeated Kansas in the final.)





Kansas—67




Marquette—50

             “Men’s basketball is the scandalous problem in college sports,” Lapchick says. 

“It’s scary to me, the biggest scandal in college sports today is that something like this persists.  All these years, schools could do whatever they wanted.  Now Myles Brand is trying to put some teeth into it.”


Brand says his mandate is to make sure “that intercollegiate athletics become fully integrated with academic mission.”


Brand’s plan would punish schools that do not graduate a sufficient number of their student-athletes. The punishment would reduce athletic scholarships and bar schools from post-season tournaments. Schools that made academic progress would be rewarded with a larger share of the NCAA’s revenues.


The plan requires approval by the presidents of Division I member colleges and universities.


Discussion: What are the best sources for both sides of this debate? Who would you question to reflect the opinion of a New York Times writer that college sports should be accepted as nothing more than a “cost-free minor-league system for big-time professional sports?”


Assignment: What is the position of your university president and administrators, the athletic department, and athletes regarding the Brand plan?





Freshmen Lag

“Despite ranking among the top third of their high school classes, 59 percent of freshmen entering the California State University system last fall needed remedial education in math and English, a new CSU report shows.”—The Sacramento Bee


In English skills, only 51 percent of the freshman class were considered proficient.  In math, the results were better—63 percent were proficient.  But state officials said the score is the result of a less rigorous math test put in place of a more demanding test.


The Bee quoted the University chancellor:  “A whole generation of kids can’t read.”


The remedial instruction worked for 79 percent of the students.  The rest were not permitted to re-enroll at their campus.


Assignment: What is the history of remedial instruction on your campus? 

With the budget crunch affecting just about every state-supported college and university, how will the cutbacks affect remedial instruction?  In some states, one solution has been to tell borderline students they would have to apply to two-year community colleges.

Broadcast Consolidation

The Federal Communications Commission is expected to announce by June a decision some consider momentous for the broadcast industry and for the public.  The FCC, three Republicans and two Democrats, will decide whether to make it easier for the media giants to acquire broadcast stations. If the proposed changes are approved—as now seems likely—a single media operation could own newspapers, TV and radio stations in one community.

 Opponents say the proposal will encourage centralization of distant ownership and will result in less local coverage.   Supporters say the economics of broadcasting require that the large media corporations be allowed to acquire more stations. The FCC majority members contend there is ample diversity of choice in local media markets.


Opponents cite what happened in a North Dakota community when a railroad accident led authorities to call local radio stations to issue a warning about the danger of leaking fumes.  The police could not get anyone to answer the call. The nation’s largest radio chain, Clear Channel, which owns l,2l4 stations, owns the six stations in the town and has only one full-time news employee for the six.  He was not around when the call came.


In 1982, 98 percent of the radio stations had news operations.  Today, 67 percent do, and half of the12,000 stations have only part-time reporters.


Frank A. Blethen, publisher of The Seattle Times, has started a grassroots organization, “Voices of Concern,” to preserve “diverse control and independence of the nation’s press and of the nation’s channels of information distribution.”  It seeks public hearings on the issue, but the FCC chairman has indicated nothing can be gained from such hearings.


Blethen also contends that the nation’s newspapers have turned away from covering the proposal. “The silence is deafening,” he says.


Bob Giles, the curator of the Nieman Foundation agrees with Blethen.  In the Spring 2003 issue of Nieman Reports, Giles writes:



The American press has a tendency to underreport its own story.


    Right now this means that as the Federal Communications Commission (FCC)

 
    proposes to change the rules governing ownership of local television


    stations, the public is being left largely in the dark.  Normally, the press


    would love to report this story about powerful conglomerates and a 


    concentration of markets and questions about how well the public


    will be served.  But many of the players in this story are big media 


    companies, whose newspapers and broadcast outlets seem to be shying


    away from their obligation to help readers and viewers anticipate what the


    changes might mean to them.


Giles writes that “when a huge corporation takes over a local station, there tends to be less interest in local news coverage.”   He  says that “such sweeping changes in how the public’s airwaves are used require a national debate. Newspaper editorials and broadcast commentators should urge FCC Chairman Michael Powell to schedule a series of discussions.”

Discussion—Students might check to see which media outlets support the proposal (Gannett, The New York Times, most large broadcast groups), and what groups oppose it (The National Association of Hispanic Journalists has filed a brief in opposition).





 Have local newspapers/stations carried stories about the proposal before the FCC? 












 What do members of the journalism faculty think of the proposal?

                                    Consolidation Folo


          Comment—“…when it comes to broadcast news, there are fewer and fewer outlets where smart, able young people with ambition and a sense of dedication to quality can do satisfying work.

                                            —Orville Schell, dean of the Graduate School of Journalism’

                                                University of California, Berkeley, quoted in the Columbia

                                                 Journalism Review, March/April 2003

            Advisory—Students thinking of working in broadcasting should check their potential employer’s news coverage practices.  They should also check the broadcast awards made by DuPont, Peabody, Sigma Delta Chi and other organizations. 

Briefs

*Money—The most easily recognized scientists are Albert Einstein (unruly white hair) and Charles Darwin (full beard).  Darwin is on the British l0 pound sterling note, but when Jane Austen was considered for similar honor on a British banknote, the authorities rejected the idea. A beard is difficult for counterfeiters to forge, and Austen is bereft of a beard.


US Treasury officials have been trying to fend off counterfeiters by redesigning paper currency.  A good feature on changes in US currency might result from digging into these efforts.


*Historical Note—An excerpt from the 1995 Lovejoy Convention Speech by Murray Kempton, longtime New York City newspaperman:


Our trade remains for me the story you cover, the bumps


you take, the people you meet and the struggle to make sense


of it all in the only way we can ever hope to make sense, which


is by seeing, touching and smelling.  All else is commentary.


*Abortion—A study of American college freshmen in The New York Times shows that support for abortion rights has been dropping since the early 1990s.

A poll by UCLA indicates that 54 percent of more than 280,000 students at 437 colleges agree that abortion should be legal.  That contrasts with 67 percent a decade earlier. What’s the sentiment on your campus?


*Cutback?—The journalism program at Texas A&M University is undergoing 

study because of the state's budget crunch.

*Essentials—It’s always wise to remind students that there are some non-negotiable necessities of journalistic writing. One is that the story must always reflect the nature of the event. For example: When someone is selling something, what’s the cost of the item? A speech story demands that readers be told quickly what the person said.
  Here are two examples:



 l. A 20-inch story in The Columbia Spectator about the coming of a new coffee shop catering to students has every detail imaginable but one essential—what’s the price of a cup going to be? 
            2.   Another Spectator story reports a speech by Eric Hobsbawm, a British historian. It begins with six paragraphs of background: name of speaker and location of talk; description of crowd (several “Prada-wearing faculty members had to sit on the floor”); crowd silent when speaker entered; title of talk; introductory remarks by professor of history; description of speaker (he “cuts a tall, lanky figure, wore gray suit and large brown glasses yesterday”).
              In the 7th paragraph we learn something about the speaker’s theme:  “ ‘The curious fact is that as we move into the 21st century, historians have become central to politics,’ Hobsbawn said.”

              Time to remind students that there are some non-negotiable necessities of  journalistic writing: when someone is selling something, what’s the cost of the item? A speech story demands that readers be told quickly what the person said.
*Student Press—Owen V. Johnson at Indiana University is writing a history of the student press and welcomes material about campus publications: email johnsono@indiana.edu....

           *Current Events-- DeAnna DeRosa of Menlo College was tired of giving her students current events quizzes and finding most failed. 



             “Using the principle of ‘to write the news, you must read the news,’ I came up with another idea,” she says. “We begin the class with a ‘What’s new?’ discussion.  Students get points on bringing in news stories and sharing them.  Now they arrive with news articles in hand.  They are quick to share the news and enjoy discussing it. The students call it one of my ‘teaching tricks.’  I prefer ‘technique,’ but ‘trick’ is OK.”

           *Evolution-Creationism-- The West Virginia Board of Education voted unanimously to adopt new science standards that require that students be tested on evolution only.  The Board resisted efforts by the Intelligent Design Network of Kansas to include in science teaching the concept of “intelligent design,” which contends that life is so complex that it must have been designed by a higher power. The Kansas organization has been active in many states.  Is your state one in which the battle over biology instruction has been waged?

Textbook Reviews                              
                  The Textbook League in Sausalito, Calif., publishes The Textbook Letter, a review of newly published textbooks.  William J. Bennetta, the League’s president, and his reviewers make tough judgments on the textbooks they consider.  Many, they find, lack authority, have errors, or are misleading.

                Discussion:  Journalists review movies, books, CD’s, plays, but for some reason steer clear of textbooks.  Should the education reporter look over the textbooks that students in grade and high school are given for classwork?  The adoption of biology textbooks is often made in a highly-charged political context.  Have there been any flare-ups in your state?

                  The Textbook League has information at ttl@textbookleague.org.

Covering Business



“Being a financial journalist means you have to know how to analyze.  You can’t just accept what a CEO tells you.  You should be able to calculate.  You have to know how the CEO came to a figure and what it means.  You just don’t take what you are being told as the truth.  You have to look into it, and sometimes you have to stick your neck out and make judgments. You have to understand the subject.”—Pauline Tai, Bagehot Fellow and former director of the program

More than a third of the business executives polled for the Freedom Forum First Amendment Center said they lie to the media.


Discussion: What independent sources are available to the journalist who wants to check statements of business executives?

Journalism Salaries & Career Choices
             ASNE’s annual survey of salaries for graduates of journalism programs reports median salaries as follows:



Journalism, bachelor’s degree—$26,000



Journalism, master’s degree—$30,000


A study of the career choices of students majoring in broadcast journalism shows:



                  Men  
                   Radio or TV sports play-by-play        32%

                   TV sports anchor/reporter                   l9%

                   TV news reporter


       13% 

                   TV news anchor                                  12%



   Women  

       TV news reporter                                32%


       TV news anchor                                  27%

                   TV newscast producer                         11%


Only 2% of the men and 2% of the women indicated they wanted jobs as radio news reporters.


Assignment: What is the situation in your journalism program? 





Devise a survey for print majors.

Errors & Condoms


The president of Tennessee State University said the campus newspaper’s frequent spelling and grammar errors made the university “look bad.”  The paper’s adviser said the complaint really was aimed at the content of the college paper, which the president denied.


The student newspaper at  Southern Utah University ran a story contending there was limited access to condoms on the campus, precipitating angry responses from the university president and a trustee. The story was accompanied by a  large graphic of a banana and a condom.


Discussion:  What is the status of the student media on your campus?

Math Abuse—Again 
  




A colleague sent an item from The New Yorker in response to the Update item about the statement President Bush made in support of his proposed tax cut.  Bush had said:




These tax reductions will bring real



and immediate benefits to middle-income



Americans. Ninety-two million Americans 



will keep an average of $l,083 more of 



their own money.


The New Yorker comments:




The first of these claims, as the Financial 



Times editorialized after the speech is “obviously



bogus.” The second is true, but only in the sense



that it is also true that if Bill Gates happened to



drop by a homeless shelter where a couple of nuns



were serving soup to sixty down-and-outers dressed 



in rags, the average person in the room would have



a net worth of a billion dollars.

             Discussion: Have any of your students spotted math blunders in the newspapers they read or have they heard any on TV or radio?  One of the most common is the percentage error. For example:



  This year:  62 traffic accidents.



  At this time last year: 40.


The increase is 22.  The question is over which number, 40 or 62, do you put the 22 to calculate the percentage change?

 A common mistake is to put the change over the current number, 62, which in this case would result in an increase of 35.5 percent.  No, the change is always over the previous figure, which makes the increase 55 percent.


You might try this simple math exercise in your class.

Tuition Increases


Faced with cutbacks in state funding, some universities have increased tuition, usually modest increases for in-state students and hefty raises for out-of-state students.  But Miami University in Ohio has decided to charge residents the same tuition as non-residents students pay.  That would increase resident tuition from $7,600 to $l6,300.


University officials say that the step would make for fairer distribution of university resources.  Well-to-do Ohio families would pay more, and the increased revenue would allow the university to offer scholarships and assistance to students from low-income homes.


One official said that the step was taken to avoid resorting to larger classes, fewer tenured professors and other cost-cutting actions.


Assignment: How is your school coping with budget cuts?

Campus Protests

On several campuses, more professors than students are counted among the Iraq-war protesters.  This, say some campus observers, is further proof of the increasing conservatism of today’s college student. Unlike the large-scale student demonstrations during the Vietnam War, protesters today are more likely to be older, often community-based.


Where the faculty is overwhelmingly anti-war, at Yale and Berkeley, for example, students are about 50-50 on the issue, and at Columbia a chill descended on the student protesters when at an anti-war rally sponsored by the faculty, one professor called for “a million Mogadishus.”  (This was a reference to the deaths of  18 US Rangers on a peacekeeping mission  in Somalia in 1993.)


In its nationwide survey of campus freshman, the UCLA polling organization found more students described themselves as conservative than at any time in recent surveys.


Assignment: What is the situation on your campus?  Is there a similar divide between faculty and students?

Institutionals


Institutionals are the promotional spots that run on TV during the playoff football and basketball games.  The time is given free by the networks, but the schools have to pay for their production, and though most schools exercise restraint, some “are starting to inch closer to Madison Avenue standards,” reports Sam Walker of USA Today.  He writes that Nebraska hired Dick Cavett to narrate its ads, Texas used Walter Cronkite.  Walker says that “most spots are good for only one thing: unintentional comedy.” Auburn played up “the National Center for Asphalt Technology.  Miami of Ohio shows cheerleaders dashing down the home gridiron—against a backdrop of empty seats.”

Arizona has an institutional saying 39 percent of its athletes have a B average or better. “We’d like it to be 100 percent,” says a spokesman.  To which Walker responds, “I guess we’re supposed to be impressed.” 



Actually, Arizona’s statistics are hardly worth calling attention to: See Scandalous Men’s Basketball above.

Birth  and Death Rates




               Births



Here are teenage (15-l9 years) birth rates for the five states with the highest rates. The average for the US was 45.8 (live births per 1,000 population in the age group):



Mississippi

66.7



Texas


66.5



Arizona

65.3



New Mexico 

64.5



Arkansas

64.2


Washington, D.C. had the highest rate as reported to the Division of Vital Statistics, 74.9.


Here are the states with the lowest rates:



New Hampshire
21.0



Vermont

23.9



Massachusetts

25.0



Maine


27.1



North Dakota

27.2

Deaths


Here are some figures worth following up—death rates as reported by the US Department of Health & Human Services.  The average for the US was 869.0 per l00,000 population.  Here are figures for the five highest areas reported:



Washington, D.C.
l06l.2



Mississippi
            105l.9



West Virginia
            10ll.1




Louisiana
            1006.3



Alaska

            1004.8


The states with the lowest rates are:



Hawaii


  675.9



Minnesota

  760.7



North Dakota

  761.8



California

  787.9



Utah


  788.


Assignment: How does your state rank? Do these figures correlate with such data as average income, educational attainment, number of doctors per l,000 residents, or infant mortality rates? 


 Data for making correlations is available from the Statistical Abstract, a federal publication, and from the National Center for Health Statistics, 6525 Belcrest Rd., Hyattsville, MD  20782-2003. 

Activist Journalism


Here are two comments following the discussion in Update III of activist journalism.


From David S. Allen, of the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, and chair, Media Ethics Division, AEJMC:




I think good journalism (however one chooses to label it) always



involves moral choices.  The decision to do a story on one subject and



not another is often a moral choice. I believe the problem American



journalism faces is that rather than acknowledge those moral choices



and defend them as moral choices, journalists try to convince themselves



that news is something that happens—something that exists



independent of journalists, sources, etc. As teachers of journalism



I don’t think we do our students any good by denying factors 


            that influence and shape the news, including their own ideas.




In my ethics classes, I try to teach my students that having



an opinion and making choices are not bad things. Closing your mind 



to alternative viewpoints, inventing evidence, and the like,  are bad 



things.  The suggestion that journalism activism is inherently unfair 



is erroneous, in my view.


From Tim Wulfemeyer of San Diego State University:




We talk about activist journalism vs. “objective” journalism



in several classes.  Basically, I think that if journalism organizations



clearly label activist activities/articles/stories, there is not much of


            an ethical concern.  Historically, activism (helping to shape public 



policy and/or bring about social change) has been one of the 


cornerstones of the roles/responsibilities of the press.




Of course, the problems come when journalists do NOT keep 



the public informed about the difference between “straight” 



reporting and “advocacy” reporting.  In addition, no matter how 



much labeling, etc. is done, you always run  the risk of



not being able to convince consumers that you can be 



objective, fair and balanced at all times while being advocates, 



propagandists, mouthpieces, salespeople at selected times.




It’s always a tough call.


Discussion: Do the local stations and print media engage in activist journalism?  What do your students think of it?  You might want to use as examples some of the Pulitzer Prizes for public service and the other print and broadcast awards. Among them are some excellent stories, such as racial discrimination in bank-lending policies, reckless gunplay by police officers, pollution by hog farmers, and the high cost of alcoholism in a community.  


Class Assignment: You might ask students to suggest subjects on campus or in the community that lend themselves to activist journalism. 


Contributions to Update are welcome.  Send to mm55@columbia.edu.
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What Should be Taught in Journalism Schools and Programs?

An aspiring reporter ‘doesn’t need to learn how—he needs to learn what.’

By Melvin Mencher

The Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia University is famed for its use of New York City as a laboratory for training students to become working journalists. But the university president challenged this teaching approach by contending that such “skills” training is “clearly insufficient in this new world and within the setting of a great university.” He wants, he said, “a more reflective, more comprehensive education” to be offered by the school, one that is “more intellectually based.” Skills training, he said, should be left to the workplace.

Though directed at the Columbia journalism program, Bollinger’s remarks have been taken to apply to journalism education in general, and once again journalism educators feel called upon to defend the content and the value of their work and address a recurring issue in academe – whether journalism education is a university discipline.

The divergent paths of communication and journalism programs

Bollinger’s assessment of journalism skills training is consistent with an academic line of attack that has diluted or killed several programs. And given the altered direction some journalism programs have taken in recent years, the defense might well be unconvincing. If it is, worthwhile programs might suffer along with weaker ones.

At the University of Michigan, the journalism program was abandoned a few years before Bollinger became president there. “The issue was whether or not a vocational program had a home in the arts and sciences,” says Michael Traugott, the chairman of the Department of Communication Studies. The department now offers a B.A. in communication studies and a Ph.D. in mass communications. No skills courses are offered.

At the University of Wisconsin-Madison, the mass communications program is “geared more toward the intellectual and theoretical side of the profession,” reports The Chronicle of Higher Education in its article about Columbia. Sharon Dunwoody, the director of the School of Journalism and Mass Communication, is quoted: “If students want more skills-based training, we refer them to Medill. Or, in the old days, Columbia. There, there’s no bones about it—it’s skills training.”

This distinction between journalism and communication education is fairly new. For a while, the green-eyeshade instructors and the chi-square Ph.D.’s managed to co-exist. The newsroom types taught reporting and writing and the credentialed faculty taught the history of journalism and similar courses. The programs trained students to work for print and broadcast.

With the explosive growth of the media, the study of communications became an attractive discipline for students and scholars. Journalism no longer defined the area of study. The Association for Education in Journalism renamed itself, becoming the Association for Education in Journalism & Mass Communication, and its journals underwent similar name changes. At one point, an attempt was made to drop the word journalism from the association’s title, but this was short​lived when it was pointed out that much of the organization’s funding came from the newspaper industry.

As the newsroom veterans on the faculty retired, they were replaced by instructors with advanced degrees, some with print and broadcast experience. But experience was not essential; degrees were. A recent newsletter of the AEJMC lists 48 job openings; 27 require the Ph.D. and 12 prefer it. Once hired, the instructor knows that promotion and tenure require research that can be published in refereed journals. Journalistic writing counts little.

A degreed and published faculty helps to keep at bay the suspicious liberal arts faculty and budget-cutting administrators. The former harbors doubts about journalism education as a discipline; the latter is eager to lop off departments whose demise would cause little or no public reaction. Indeed, following Bollinger’s criticism of the Columbia program as too skills-based, his words found enthusiastic support in columns in The Wall Street Journal and New York Magazine.

The deputy features editor at The Wall Street Journal described the Columbia journalism school as a “one-dimensional ‘trade school.” That epithet, along with “vocational education” and “skills training,” hound journalism educators, some of whom have helped in their own denigration. Their emphasis on technology and technique has crowded out too much substantive content in course work. Endless hours spent with computers and cameras, a fascination with the digital documentary, storytelling and first-person narrative techniques, instruction on how to write a story for multi-media (convergence journalism) come at the expense of instruction in the subject matter of journalism—how the courts work, the sociology of the police department, the clash of service-demanding constituencies with real estate interests in setting the municipal budget, how the property tax discriminates against school children in rural areas and inner-city school districts, the correlation between mortality rates and race and class.

Overcoming obstacles to create a good journalism program

Good journalism programs blend theory with practice, craft with substance. Their faculties realize that before the technology can be utilized and writing techniques applied, the reporter needs to be able to put the statement and the event in some context. Good programs teach the craft through content.

Of course, many undergraduate journalism programs confront obstacles in fulfilling this mission. For reasons unclear, high school graduates who cannot distinguish an adjective from an adverb, a decimal from a fraction, gravitate to journalism, perhaps in the belief they will end up broadcasting the morning news or the Pistons’ games. By admitting most of those who apply, these programs have a hard time moving their students quickly from basic skills to substantive issues. Their faculties become mired in remedial instruction, and their graduates are hardly a credit to the school or to journalism education.

Most programs allow journalism majors to roam through the college catalogue to take courses that please them. The journalism accrediting council used to require three-fourths of the major’s hours to be liberal arts courses. Under pressure to loosen this general requirement, the council now requires 80 hours of general education, 65 of which must be in the liberal arts and sciences. The permissible hours in journalism courses have been increased from 32 to 44.

This is regressive. The direction should be toward a required core curriculum that provides students with the general knowledge that helps the student see the patterns and relationships that underlie events, a set of courses that help the student understand the utility of Irving Kristol’s remark, “A person doesn’t know what he has seen unless he knows what he is looking for.” Such course work provides the background that allows reporters to make useful hypotheses that guide their reporting. As the American philosopher John Dewey put it, “We cannot lay hold of the new, we cannot even keep it on our minds, much less understand it, save by the use of ideas and knowledge we already possess.” Among the required courses possible are a foreign language, U.S. history, a physical and a social science, introduction to philosophy, municipal government, college mathematics.

The application of background knowledge to a specific situation marks the fully functioning practitioner. This is a skill we count on when we ask our lawyer to draw up a contract, visit the dentist for root canal, or ask the doctor to set a daughter’s ankle broken on the soccer field. It is no less important to the journalist.

I asked a few journalism instructors why their work is so suspect, why it is held in such low esteem, why the instruction in skills in other professional schools is respected but is scorned in journalism programs. “I think some of it has to do with money,” said the head of one program, “and therefore class. There is inherently nothing more noble or more challenging in a career in law than there is in journalism. Yet colleges yearn for law schools. The day that the average reporter in White Plains earns what the average lawyer in White Plains earns, journalism will look a whole lot purer to academia.”

Another said that there is an element of insecurity among journalism instructors “caused by the din of criticism of the media among the professorate. These people dislike their newspapers, hate broadcast news. So how can preparation for such a tawdry enterprise be a legitimate discipline? We live with this every day, and we are put on the defensive.”

But another demurred. He said his students are eagerly sought by instructors in other subjects, that they are welcome as curious, hard-working, thoughtful. His program demands a B average of applicants for admission.

Some years ago, the Nieman Fellows were asked about journalism education. Hoke M. Harris, editor of the Winston-Salem Journal, said, “The major emphasis should not be, I think, on how to write but on what to write, lest the prospective reporter become an empty flask, all form and no content.” The student with talent, he continued, “doesn’t need to learn how—he needs to learn what.” ##
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