




Update IX
Setting the Agenda
Is it the journalist’s task to assist in setting the community agenda?  Or does activist journalism cross the boundary between objective journalism and special pleading, partisanship? 
 Years ago when I sat down at an Underwood typewriter to peck out a story about the mayor’s press conference, City Editor George Baldwin wandered over to caution me, “Just tell us what the guy said.” That’s no longer sufficient. Today, the reporter owes it to his or her readers, viewers or listeners to tell much more.



Going Beyond the Rhetoric
When the mayor suggests issuing bonds instead of raising the property tax to meet looming deficits, we describe the merits and demerits of each—the long-range cost of bonds, the impact of the tax increase.  If the mayor has fudged some of the facts, we report that the record does not bear out his assertions. We seek comments from city council members and from those who will bear the costs of the proposed plans.
We go further.  For a folo the next day, we interview experts at the university on the merits and shortcomings of bonds and a tax increase, and we go to the Internet to see what other cities in similar straits have done. 

In other words, we take it on ourselves to put the issue fully before the public.  We provide a full, balanced, independent account so that an informed public is involved in communal decision-making.



Public Service Journalism

The contrast between passive journalism and responsible journalism goes even further. The activist journalist penetrates surface events to bring them to the attention of the public:

 Is the city’s property assessment program fair, or does it favor commercial property owners over homeowners? Are the SAT scores of high school seniors in a freefall? Do some intersections have more vehicle accidents than others?  Is the health department inspecting local restaurants on a regular basis? 
 Is the police department ticketing fairly or are black and Latino males given a disproportionate amount of speeding tickets? Are minority infants dying at a greater rate than white infants?  
  Joseph Pulitzer defined this kind of journalism long ago when he described “the heart and soul of the newspaper” as “its anxiety to render public service.”  He said that the newspaper should never be content with “merely printing the news,” by which he meant the kind of journalism some describe as stenographic. 
Editors look for reporters who are self-starters when they hire. They want staffers who can “enterprise” stories and who can peel away the surface layers to get at the heart of the event.


Those who engage in this kind of journalism know a lot. Activist journalism requires much more of the journalist than a grasp of the AP Stylebook and the ability to write a 25-word lead. Craft is the handmaiden of content.

A Miscellany
The End—After 58 years and 2,869 broadcasts for the BBC of his “Letter From America,” Alistair Cooke has called it quits.  Confined to his apartment for the last few years—he’s 95—Cooke proudly describes himself as having been a reporter for most of his career. On June 5, 1968, he was in the kitchen of the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles when Sen. Robert F. Kennedy was shot and killed. That night, he broadcast: 



Down on the greasy floor was a huddle of





 clothes and staring out of it the face of Bobby 





 Kennedy, like the stone face of a child, lying 





 on a cathedral tomb.

Of his work habits, he said he would reread his first draft and, “then I’d beat the hell out of it, getting rid of all the adverbs, the adjectives, all the hackneyed words.

“Do you know what Mark Twain said about the perfect word?” he asked his interviewer, Frank J. Prial of The New York Times.  “The difference between a perfect word and a near-perfect word is like the difference between lightning and the lightning bug.”
Cooke said he learned his prose style from Mark Twain, H.L.Mencken, and E.B.White, and he attributed his longevity as a journalist to his ability to single out the small gesture, the terse quote or the insignificant event that speaks to the larger issues.  “I think I’ve lasted because I found out that what people really wanted to know was anything you notice in life, especially things that touch everybody, touch a bishop and a farmer.”


Freebie—Deborah Gump at Ohio University is making available to instructors a 30 minute video of the famed copy editor instructor John Bremner giving a workshop. Bremner ranges widely.  Included are excerpts of his editing test and his headline collection.  Obtain a copy through gump@ohiou.edu.

Resurgence—Mike Barnicle, whose column  ran for a quarter of a century in The Boston Globe until he quit amidst charges of plagiarism and fabrication, has been hired by the competing Boston Herald.  Barnicle resigned when he was unable to verify the identities of two cancer patients he had written about and had failed to credit the comedian George Carlin for a series of jokes in a column.  Barnicle recalled the 1998 events:  “I screwed up. They vetted nearly 3,000 columns. A couple of them were sloppy.”

These days, he said, standards are stricter. In past years, “the rules were much looser.  You could get by with giving them a nickname.  You didn’t have to give their shoe size, their hair color,” he told The New York Times.  “I am now going to provide people’s Social Security numbers in the paper next to their names.”
Double Major—At Northwestern, students now can major in music and journalism in a double-degree program.  Other schools have actively promoted the concept of the double major.

At the University of Connecticut, half the journalism students register for the double major, usually in their third semester.  A UConn faculty member says that the double majors “tend to be the better students.”  The idea behind the double major, he said, is “a way for students to develop a sound body of knowledge in a specific discipline while they are learning and honing their journalistic skills.  They get the best of both worlds.”
Help Wanted—A Midwestern program advertises for an instructor or assistant professor to teach “a full course load in the area of mass communications with primary emphasis in print journalism, public relations and advertising.  Duties also include operation of the weekly campus newspaper and serving as sponsor of the student Society of Professional Journalist’s organization.”   No mention of coaching the tennis team.
Overlooked— Although there was a massive response to Janet Jackson’s breast-baring at the Grammy Awards show, few newspapers paid attention to another offensive performance—that of the group OutKast that “angered and offended some Native American organizations and individuals,” the Argus Leader in Sioux Falls, S.D., reported. The Native Voice and The Navajo Times protested what they considered a racial slur, and The Seattle Times, The Rapid City Journal and Argus Leader followed the protest.  
Spelling I—Overheard at a seminar on “the changing role of spelling” at a convention of 7,000 English teachers in San Francisco by Chronicle reporter Steve Rubenstein:
There are no bad spellers, only “challenged” spellers who “are often first-rate English students who love to read and write but get discouraged by fussy English teachers wielding red pens.”

“Spelling is important at a particular place and time.  We want students to think.”

 Spelling II—A colleague sends, “Pullet surprise,” (for Pulitzer Prize), and Gita Smith of Auburn reports that a student wrote that “a bullet hit an innocent by standard.”
Salaries--A friend who had worked for The Denver Post for many years was out of a job after his book publishing company folded.  He decided to return to journalism and applied to a Florida newspaper. It replied that the only opening was in one of the paper’s smaller sister publications and he was offered the job--$14,000 a year. He did the math and figured he would be making $7 an hour, minimum wage.
More Hype—A full-page ad in The New York Times Book Review heralds the arrival of Jayson Blair’s revelations about his fabrications and plagiarisms at the Times:



Finally we hear from Jayson Blair

 himself about the scandal that rocked the

world of journalism.  In this compelling 

memoir Blair reports the toughest story of 

his life: how a young reporter with so

much promise and a dream job could fall

so far. A riveting and cautionary tale.


 --Larry King

The ad goes on:  “To be featured on Dateline, The Today Show, The View and more.”
 The title of the book is Burning Down My Master’s House: My Life at The New York Times.  The ad doesn’t indicate whether Blair will take his readers back to where his career as a fabricator began—at the University of Maryland college daily.  Staffers on The Diamondback knew him to be a deadbeat and a fabricator but could not persuade the school to act. There were always excuses then, and today they have become chips to cash in. 
“Major Head Case”—This is the description Nicholas Lemann confers on Blair in the March 15  New Yorker in Lemann’s piece “Blair House.” In reviewing Blair’s book, Leeman says Blair “seems to be putting forth the view that the whole affair was about race—to be precise, old-fashioned white racism, with him as a victim, rather than a racial dynamic engendered by affirmative action, through which he benefited.”  Leeman continues:




Actually, if you wanted to put Blair into a



category, it would be Major Head Case. And his book



would be more appropriately shelved under Recovery (except 



that he doesn’t recover) than under Africa-American



Studies—or, for that matter, under Journalism…




Blair’s official position is that he was mistreated



by the Times partly because of general organizational



callousness, partly because of race. He doesn’t seem



to have his heart in it though…




Blair’s story is not unique to journalism. He



is of a type with Nick Leeson, of Barings Bank, as well 



as with disgraced reporters like Janet Cooke of the Washington



Post, and Stephen Glass, of The New Republic.  Established



institutions that disseminate information, operate on  



trust, hire lots of ambitious  young people who work



under minimal supervision and ask their employees



to produce spectacular results are highly vulnerable to



the rogue-employee problem


Leeman concludes his review: “God is not going to stop making charismatic maniacs, so it falls to newspapers to figure out how to do a better job of apprehending them.”


(Leeman is dean of the Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia University.)
Journalism—Daniel Okrent, The New York Times Public Editor (read it ombudsman, a title The Times dislikes) describes the factors that make a newspaper “profoundly fallible.”



Deadline pressure, the competition for scoops,

the effort at impartiality that can sometimes make you lean over so far backward that you lose your balance altogether—these are  inescapably part of the journalism business. So is the boiling resentment toward men and women in power that car arise in a trade that requires, as Russell Baker once wrote, “sitting in marble corridors waiting for important people to lie” to you.

Furor at Baylor:The Gay Marriage Editorial and its Aftermath
A Slew of Comments Based on Ignorance of the Law

 The editorial in The Baylor Lariat applauded the marriage of gay couples in San Francisco. In an editorial, the college daily stated: “Gay couples should be granted the same equal rights to legal marriage as heterosexual couples.”  The editorial, approved by a 5-2 vote of the editorial board, continued:



Like many heterosexual couples, many gay 


couples share deep bonds of love, so strong they’ve

persevered years of discrimination for their choice

to co-habitate with and date one another. Just as it

isn’t fair to discriminate against someone for

their skin color, heritage or religious beliefs, it

isn’t fair to discriminate for someone for their 

sexual orientation. Shouldn’t gay couples be allowed

to enjoy the benefits and happiness of marriage, too?

  
 President’s Angry Reaction
. Baylor’s president, Robert B. Sloan, said he was “justifiably

outraged” by the editorial.  He went on:

Espousing in a Baylor publication a view



that is so out of touch with traditional Christian 



teachings is not only unwelcome, it comes dangerously close



to violating University policy, as published in the 



Student Handbook, prohibiting the advocacy of 



any understandings of sexuality  that are contrary to 



biblical teaching.


The Student Publications Board found that the Lariat had violated university policy and that “the guidelines have been reviewed with the Lariat staff so that they will be able to avoid this error in the future.” 
Baylor is the country’s oldest Baptist university and with 14,000 students is the largest Baptist university in the world. The Baylor administration has had run-ins with the student newspaper before; the clashes never broached the Texas borders. 

  But gay marriage has become so volatile that the student editorial and the president’s reaction made news across the country.



National Coverage
  The March 15 issue of The New Yorker began its “THE TALK OF THE TOWN’ section with a long section about the Lariat editorial and the president’s reaction. It described Baylor as “a bastion of Christian conservatism. …The unchristian kind, too, apparently.”  

Most of the comments were sympathetic to the student journalists’ willingness to take a position on such a divisive issue.   But in the real world, they grieved, the publisher calls the shots. Too bad, they said, but when the university finances the newspaper, it can tell students what to print and what not to run, they said. 
       Edward Wyatt, a New York Times reporter who had been editor of the Lariat, said that the student editors had learned a “real-world lesson: the difference between censorship and ownership.”
Others chimed in.  The dean of the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism said, “Ideally, student newspapers should be completely independent of the university.”

A Poynter Institute ethics group leader said that since the Baylor student newspaper is owned by the university the administration can censor at will.  “Whoever is the publisher of a newspaper really has the ultimate say about what gets into the paper and what doesn’t.  It really doesn’t matter what the editor says.”

Freedom of Expression for Students

But the doomsayers are dead wrong, oblivious of the law of the land. For many years, the courts have granted First Amendment protection to student journalists. Since 1967, in a case that originated at Troy State College, the federal courts have recognized the right of college student journalists to speak out, whatever the financing of the newspaper.

In the 1967 case, Dickey v. Alabama State Board of Education, U.S. District Court Judge Frank M. Johnson wrote that the state “cannot force a college student to forfeit his constitutionally protected right of freedom of expression.”   

A long series of federal court rulings followed Dickey, all granting college journalists First Amendment protection. The university cannot censor college newspapers, and it cannot punish student journalists for their writings, even when the university finances the newspaper. 


For a time, the rulings were thought to apply only to public colleges and universities, that private colleges and universities were exempt. But if a taxpayer’s dime reaches the science or engineering department, or helps finance a student loan, the ruling applies. The result—few schools are exempt.

   -0-

(I’ll be happy to send the curious the 17 pertinent court rulings, beginning

with Dickey v. Alabama State board of Education, 273 F. Supp.613.)

Assignments

Gay Marriage—A CBS News/New York Times  poll asked respondents if they approved or opposed “a law that would allow homosexual couples to marry, giving them the same legal rights as other married couples.” The New Yorker reports: “Among adults under age thirty, 61 percent said they would favor such a law and 35 percent said they would oppose it; among sixty-five-year-olds and up, 18 percent were in favor and 73 percent opposed. The numbers vary from poll to poll, but the huge gap is always there.”

Assignment:  Poll students and faculty members. 

Organizing--Graduate students have been trying to organize into unions, often against the wishes of their universities. Most of the unionization attempts have been made by doctoral students who teach undergraduate courses, grade tests and supervise laboratories. The teaching students are given various benefits, usually free tuition, a stipend and sometimes health insurance. 
Assignment: What do graduate assistants receive in pay and benefits at your school and have they attempted to organize into a bargaining unit?
Tough Courses—On every campus there are a few courses that only the strong of heart and the determined venture to take. At Emory University, the course is said to be Introduction to Psychology I: Psychobiology and Cognition taught by David A. Edwards. At Georgetown University, Applied Marketing Management is nicknamed Homacide after the professor, Kenneth E. Homa.  Elementary Greek Reradings I and II at Abilene Christian University, taught by Jan Hailey, is described by one student as “pretty brutal.”

Assignment:
What are the tough courses on your campus?
Inducement— Here’s a suggestion to excite math-shy students.  Take the salaries of some well-paid athletes and see how much they are paid for a pitch, a swing, a reception.  Tiger Woods earns $l.5 million in a golf tournament; divide it by his total strokes.  Some examples for your class:



Alex Rodriguez, recently traded to the New York Yankees,

makes $22,900,000 a year. Let’s say he comes up to bat 600 times 


this season. How much will he be paid every time he is at the plate?


Answer: $38,166. 



Randy Johnson of the Diamondbacks makes $15,000,000 a

year. Let’s say he pitches in 35 games. What is he paid every time he enters a game?   Answer:  $428,571.

Assignment: You can refine these examples by telling the class that you want to know how much Rodriquez makes every time he swings or takes a pitch—say four each time he bats. That’s more than $9,500.    How much does Johnson make per pitch? 

Tenure Positions—“The proportion of faculty who are appointed each year to tenure-line positions is declining at an alarming rate,” the American Association of University Professors reports. Hiring is increasingly confined to “contingent faculty,” which the AAUP defines as “part-time and full-time faculty who are appointed off the tenure track.”

Assignment: Check hiring practices at your school.  Interview department heads to see whether tenure-track positions have been eliminated for contingent hiring. If so, why?
Details, Details—In his book  about his career at The New York Times, “City Room,”  Arthur Gelb recalls  the first running story  he covered on the police beat, a woman’s murder:

  She had been bound with neckties, strangled and stabbed repeatedly, with no known motive.  A blouse had been spread over her face…. I phoned the notes I had taken to Mike Berger.

   “What color were the ties?” he asked. 

   “I’m not sure.  I think one of them was brown.”

    “You think one of them was brown?  I need to know the actual colors.”

     I said I’d go back and check.  One tie was bluish-brown, another was brown and yellow, a third was gray. I called Mike and apologized for the oversight.

    “Okay,” he said.  What color was the blouse?”

     I didn’t know, so I went back again.  “It was pink,” I told Mike.

    “Great.  What kind of furniture was in the room?”

           Gelb returns with a description of the furniture and tells Mike there was a fur coat draped over the back of a chair.   Berger wants to know what kind of fur, and Gelb dutifully again returns to the crime scene.  Gelb says he made five round trips—phone- crime scene-phone—before Berger was satisfied.

Assignment: Look over magazine and news stories for convincing detail. Do the details convince you of the accuracy of the story, make you feel closer to the event?  Or are details so lacking the story is flat and not convincing?


Husbands Now or Later?—In a review of Why There are No Good Men Left  by Caitlin Flanagan in The Atlantic Monthly she writes of career women that they are at a disadvantage in the “marriage market” because they “no longer find husbands in college, where the pool of available, like-minded men is large, but rather start looking for a permanent  mate about town years after graduation, when there is no formal ‘courtship system’ in place, no pump room or fraternity formal or Dolly Levi to nudge an appropriate match along.”
Assignment: Interview women on campus about their marriage/career plans.

Healthy/Unhealthy—The United Health Foundation ranks the states from healthiest to least healthy, using such factors as the number who smoke, death rates, poverty, health insurance. Healthiest: Minnesota, New Hampshire, Utah, Vermont and Massachusetts.  Least healthy: Mississippi, Louisiana, South Carolina, Arkansas and Tennessee.


Assignment: Where does your state rank; how does it compare with neighboring states?

Landmarks—Every city has buildings that remind its residents of the past.  In some cities, these reminders disappear under the wrecking ball, but in other cities they are saved by being given preservation status.

Assignment: Does your city have laws or ordinances protecting historic buildings?  If so, what are they? If not, make an inventory of those buildings and sites that should be preserved.

Crossing the Line

I—The Minivan
Rick Titus, host of a radio show “Drivers Talk Radio” and a frequent contributor to Road & Track, helps a distraught woman trying to fold up a row of seats in a Dodge Caravan.   She’s having trouble.  Titus, who’s referred to as a journalist in the commercial, shows her a Ford Freestar, and he folds up the seats in a jiffy.   The Ford commercial aroused the ire of several journalists. Thomas Bryant, editor of Road & Track, said: “To have someone labeled as an automotive journalist who is acting as a salesperson crosses the line,” he said.

Ford pulled the commercial.

  II—The Movie

David Manning, a film critic for the The Ridgefield Press in Connecticut, liked the film. “The producing team of “Big Daddy” has delivered another winner,” he said of the Sony Pictures “The Animal” in advertisements. Film critic and newspaper were inventions and three moviegoers sued Sony. A  California appeals court has ruled that the suit can go to trial. The ruling indicates that fake attributions and other falsehoods in advertising can lead to large damage awards under the state’s consumer protection law. 


Discussion and Debate
Hardnosed Sports Reporting?

You begin to wonder where most sports reporters have been working their beats. Neither community nor campus newspapers have been the leading edge in disclosing the massive cheating, lying and payoffs in football and basketball programs. The latest scandal erupted at the University of Colorado, where sexual harassment, rape, alcohol abuse and recruiting violations were rampant for years.  

Allegations involving the university’s football team go back to 1997 when a woman claimed she was sexually assaulted at a party for recruits.  Four years later, three women filed suit in federal court saying they were raped during or after recruiting parties. Since 1997, seven women have accused university football players of rape.
It was well known at that campus, and at other major universities, that recruits are provided with sex and alcohol on campus recruiting visits. 

Sex as a recruiting tool is a sign of the times.  High school players were offered different inducements years ago. When I was the adviser to the campus newspaper at the University of Kansas, one of the reporters decided to do a piece about the recruiting of

a talented local  high school football player. The young reporter spent some time with the hulking high schooler and returned to The Daily Kansan newsroom with a revealing story.  
The student said he worried about having to take freshman English, that he was pretty weak in English.  The Kansas coach assured the youngster he would not have to take English I, which, of course, was required of all freshmen.

After the story appeared, the athletic department said it was off limits for sports reporters for the Kansan, an embargo that didn’t last long. 


How would you define the caliber of sports reporting in the local and the campus newspapers and stations—rah-rah or non-partisan?

Commentaries
The Rise and Fall of Network News
Phil Scheffler, whose 52 years at CBS News included 22 years as executive editor of 60 Minutes ruminated about broadcast journalism on his retirement:
“As broadcasting, as opposed to cable, became a shrinking part of
television, the pressure on news programs to make more and spend less
grew proportionately. Magazine shows (though not 60 Minutes) routinely

employed researchers and focus groups to find out what kind of stories

appealed to viewers and then based their story selection on the

results. The struggle for younger and younger viewers—those most 

prized by advertising agencies—precipitated enormous competition
(and enormous deals) to get an interview  with this week’s J-Lo or indicted sports star.
Hard News Decline
“The situation is similar in “hard” news.  The network cutbacks in 
production money and people and bureaus have altered the meaning of 

the word “coverage.” When I was coming up it meant a reporter and

a camera crew going to where news was happening, asking questions,

taking notes, shooting pictures, and then coming back or sending a 

“report.” Now a lot of ‘coverage’ is a construction.  

“An editor in New York decides what the story is, sends the word 

 out to bureaus that we need a sound bite from this or that type of

 person saying this or that, gathers up picture coverage supplied by 

 freelancers or agencies, and writes a script that is narrated by a “reporter”

 who hasn’t been within 500 miles of the story.
TV Happy Talk
‘The morning shows, which used to be called “news’

shows are now a kind of happy talk, celebrity driven promo for the 

networks’ entertainment schedule….And local news is even more disheartening. “If it bleeds, it leads” still seems to be the operative factor in news judgment.  Rarely on any local news broadcast do viewers learn anything, other than scandal. …

“If I sound discouraged about my chosen profession, well, I am.  It is getting worse year by year. One could argue that neither are newspapers getting better, with a few exceptions, and that is probably so. And neither television nor newspapers will get better unless the viewers and readers demand it. Which, I am saddened to say, will probably not happen.”
Teaching the Stylebook


The journalism educators’ listserv recently had a lengthy discussion of how to teach students the AP Stylebook. A colleague asks: Why all the fuss?  Whatever happened to the idea of giving students the stylebook to study and then letting them write and edit on the assumption they can teach themselves the rudiments of abbreviations, capitalization and the like? She goes on:
Class time spent on when to write 10 or ten, whether it’s Maine or Me., Senator or Sen. seems valuable time wasted when the more pressing matters an instructor can help with are problems of content, not style.  Has the student written robbery when it is really a burglary? Explain the difference.  Is the lead buried in the fourth graf?  Show why.  Does the piece lack detail?
(We are all familiar with the editor’s question to the young reporter returning from a homicide: Which hand held the gun?)

Another colleague who watched the listserv as the suggestions for teaching the AP Stylebook proliferated wrote:  “I am frightened for the future of journalism, not because of the lack of AP style knowledge or even bad writing, but because of a lack of curiosity and understanding that allows sloppy interpretation of data.”

Interpreting Data
The New York Times recently carried a story about an increase in infant mortality with this paragraph:



In releasing the death statistics for 2002, 


the federal Centers for Disease Control and 


Prevention noted the increase, from 6.8 deaths per 1,000


births in 2001 to 7.0 deaths in 2002.

The story was well-written and would meet all the style requirements the AP Stylebook mandates.  Yet it was fatally flawed by the reporter’s lack of knowledge about morbidity and mortality—that they are affected by race and class.



Danger: Averages

The CDC breaks down its figures into categories—states, race, gender, etc. In the case of infant mortality, the significant figures are those of race, and the informed reporter would know that the 7.0 death rate is an average and useless.  The more informative story would find the appropriate tables in the CDC report:



Average         7.0



White
           5.8



Black            14.3

In other words, more than twice as many black infants as white infants die in infancy.  And if the reporter checked further, examining this ratio of black infant deaths to white deaths through the years, he or she would find that 25 years ago the ratio was 2.04 and has steadily increased.  In fact, the latest ratio of 2.466 is higher than ever.
Why?  Now, there’s the real story. You can check your state’s figures online by reaching the CDC, www.cdc.gov/.

Aphorisms for Classroom Use

Facts first, writing next.


The secret of good reporting is finding the right questions to ask.


You cannot be morally neutral. Once you are, you let power prevail.


Check everybody’s credentials. Don’t write, “Sam Robertson didn’t go to the London School of Economics.”  Make it, “They never heard of him.”


Don’t write writing.

                                          -0-

    ((Update X will be issued around the middle of April. Comments and contributions are welcome.)
