


Update LVII

The Journalism Curriculum
Balancing Technology and Content


Journalism educators traditionally have responded

to changes in the market for their students. When editors found

their readers were bored by news stories that hewed to the inverted

pyramid structure we responded with courses in narrative writing, 

and we sponsored writing conferences where feature writers listed 

five ways to make the board of education meeting story grab 

the reader. 

      Then, when newspaper Web sites proliferated and the online story 

lead required the Five W’s and an H, the inverted pyramid lurched 

back into the classroom.


The current curricular revisions reflect the ever-expanding

computer revolution.  A recent posting on a journalism education site 

listed the following as the applications students “need to learn”: 



Macromedia Flash



SoundSlides



Audacity



Final Cut Pro



Dreamweaver 



Photoshop



Illustrator


The journalism instructor added, “I would save a course in writing

and editing.”  (A course?)




Another List


Another journalism instructor provided this set of requirements:



 Ability to work with at least one kind


        of blogging software, like World Press


        or TypePad.



 Should know enough HTML or Flash


        to be able to format a simple Web page.



 Should have at least a passing acquaintance


        with a photo editing program like Photoshop.



 Be comfortable working with spreadsheets


        in something like Excel.



 Should  be able to work with a graphics 

                program and video, slide or audio editing

                program like SoundSlides or Final Cut Pro

                or GarageBand or iMovie.




Curricular Adjustments Necessary?


Given the limited hours an accredited program is allowed for 

journalism courses, a curriculum that responded to these so-called

instructional necessities would have to take time from

  the traditional reporting, writing and editing courses,

possibly relegate some of these courses to the graveyard of once-required 

subjects there to join ethics and journalism history.  

      But is this intensification of technology instruction necessary?

Michael Bugeja, director of the Greenlee School of Journalism

At Iowa State, doesn’t think so. Bugeja and a colleague, Dennis 

Chamberlin, spent a week working at The Des Moines Register. 

     “We learned that digital journalism is part of everyday

journalism,” Bugeja said, “but not nearly as much as educators 

have made it out to be. Indeed, anyone still touting these tools 

as a means to secure employment in the digital newsroom

should return to the newsroom to see why content is still king.”


Bugeja joins Thomas Curley, president of the Associated Press,

who put it this way, “Content is more important than container.” 

Contents of the Content
What Should Students Be Taught?
What is the “content” that students should be taught that will

enable them to provide the public with an understanding of the world 

out there? Perhaps it’s time for the journalism professoriate to discuss this.

Here’s an opening salvo:


  First, there’s the specific knowledge the graduate should take

to the job: how to read a municipal budget; civil and criminal court

processes; how the school system is funded; the local tax system; 

the difference between bonds and stocks, felony and 

misdemeanor, gross and net revenue, mean and

  median. Included here is a working knowledge of the various tools 

  the computer-literate student should command.


The second component of content is general knowledge:

how governments (local, county, state, federal) are structured and 

how they seek to balance limited resources with unlimited 

demands; the relationship between income and health, 

educational attainment, crime; the ways numbers can lead to 

perceptions about the effectiveness of policies and programs;

the effects of changing ethnic and racial populations;

the ways the political parties differ.


Discussion Lacking
You’d think, the impact of technology on the curriculum would

  lead to a discussion of how the burgeoning instruction in mechanics 

  can be blended with the content-oriented courses. About all we see are 

pieces about the necessity to make Photoshop, Flash and the other 

technical wonders new course offerings.  

      This emphasis on technology may well revive the critics

of journalism education, dormant for the past decade or so.  You 

may recall that period in which journalism education was described 

as vocational training with no claim to membership in the liberal arts.

We weathered that period, though there are still those among us who

contend that only “communication studies” can lay claim to academic 

standing.

Advertising the Program

Missing: Differentiation 
A curriculum is based on the underlying philosophy of the 

program, the concept that guides course requirements and their

content. Presumably, journalism education has the same purpose 

as other liberal arts—to teach students how to think critically 

and creatively. Journalism education enables students 

to utilize their perceptions by teaching them how to seek relevant 

information (reporting) and how to communicate it (writing).

 
Programs differ in how they put these generalities into

practice.  I wondered how Program A differs from Program B.

     For guidance, I looked at the advertisements of 15 journalism 

programs in the new issues of Journalism & Mass Communication 
Quarterly and the Directory.  I looked for what we used to

call the “Mission Statement” of the school or department and how

the program carries this out.

        
A points to its “state-of-the-art classrooms, labs and

     research facilities,” B to its new TV studio, C produces 

     “ highly successful young scholars,” D “celebrates recent faculty 

arrivals,” E investigates “the impacts of traditional and new 

communication technologies” and so on.  Nothing amiss here,

but nothing that really differentiates them or expresses the program’s

guiding philosophy. 

The Core of the Core

Public Service Journalism 

The advertisements (see above) made me wonder whether 

 public service journalism underlies many journalism programs,

 whether it is considered passé.

       If we look to the giants of American journalism--its editors and 

reporters, its newspapers and stations--we can see clearly their 

commitment to public service journalism, a journalism that ventures 

behind surface events to provide  the information essential to informed 

decision making. It is this kind of journalism that makes meaningful 

the consent of the governed. 

  
In an editorial in the Columbia Journalism Review the editor 

 distinguishes between the work of bloggers and “professional journalists.”  

 In discussing the future of journalism, the editor writes: 



“…but what has always worked


   for journalism is the public-service mission,

   the idea that it is crucial to have people who


   make their living by going out into the


   world and doing their imperfect best to


   tell us what is happening there and why


   --especially when it involves those things


   that powerful people and institutions 

   would rather we not know.

An encouraging sign: Some of the new journalism websites 

 practice this kind of aggressive reporting.

Localizing a National Scandal
Water Pollution Unreported, Unchecked
          In the past five years, workplaces have violated water pollution laws so

extensively the result may be “cancer, birth defects and other illnesses,” reports

The New York Times in a lengthy article in a series on water pollution.  Despite

state and federal laws requiring polluters to disclose the toxins they 

dump, “the vast majority of those polluters have escaped punishment,” says 

the newspaper.

            The details--available at www.nytimes.com/toxicwaters --

can provide you with an excellent assignment in investigative reporting. 

The online material details violations in every community in the country.

            An estimated one in 10 Americans has been exposed to drinking

water that “contain dangerous chemicals or fails to meet a federal health 

benchmark in other ways,” writes Times reporter Charles Duhigg. “These 

exposures include carcinogens in the tap water of major American cities

and unsafe chemicals in drinking-water wells.” 

            Duhigg provides the details:

                        

                        In the nation’s largest dairy states like 

              Wisconsin and California, farmers have 

              sprayed liquefied animal feces onto fields

              where it has seeped into wells, causing

              severe infections. Tap water in parts of 

              the Farm Belt, including cities in Illinois,

              Kansas, Missouri and Indiana has

              contained pesticides at concentrations

              that some scientists have linked to

              birth defects and fertility problems.

                        In parts of New York, Rhode

              Island, Ohio, California and other 

              states where sewer systems cannot

              accommodate heavy rains, untreated

              human waste has flowed into rivers 

              and washed onto beaches. Drinking

              water in parts of New Jersey, New 

              York, Arizona and Massachusetts show 

              some sign of the highest concentrations

              of tetrachloroethylene, a dry cleaning solvent

              that has been linked to kidney damage

              and cancer.

 

            Duhigg used the Freedom of Information Act to obtain

hundreds of thousands of water pollution records in all 50 states,

and reporters interviewed more than 250 state and federal regulators,

water system managers, environmental advocates and scientists.

            The newspaper investigated the states’ enforcement policies. 

Only Nevada, North Carolina, Oregon and New Jersey had

enforcement rates greater than 50 percent. More than half the states

enforced few violations. 

            But in many of the states with good enforcement rates, the fines were 

minor.  In North Carolina, where 86 percent of the 668 facilities out of 

compliance were fined, the fines averaged $1,387 per violation.

            The story lists pollution violations and compliance records

for all 50 states, which enables you to make this a local assignment.

Two Obits 
Glossing Over or Truth Telling


In Update LIV, I discussed the progress of obituary writers 

from the days of accentuating the positive to the realism that 

guides current writers. The handling of the death of Dr. Manto

Tshabalala-Msimang, a former health minister in South Africa,

informed me that realism is hardly pervasive among those who 

write obits.


The obit on PBS from its correspondent in Africa barely 

mentioned Dr. Tshabalala-Msimang’s lethal  policy in 

combating H.I.V. and AIDS in a country with 7.5 million

victims, more than those in any other country.  One of six

South Africans is infected. In the past, PBS had called

attention to the non-scientific views of the health minister.


The obit writer  in The New York Times made

the health minister’s misguided policy central to

his obit. It began:



Dr. Manto Tshabalala-Msimang, who as 


   South Africa’s health minister drew international


   censure for questioning the causal connection 


   between H.I.V. and AIDS and for promoting


   dietary measures rather than drugs to treat AIDS,


   a policy that was held responsible for hundreds of 


   thousands of premature deaths, died Wednesday 


   in Johannesburg. She was 60.


The obit said she suggested that a regimen of garlic,

lemon, African potatoes and beetroot was better than

“antiretroviral drugs that had been proved to prolong

the lives of H.I.V. positive patients and to help prevent

the passage of the virus from pregnant women to their

babies.”


To document his central point that the health minister’s

policies directly led to disaster, the obit writer, Bruce Weber, 

assembled sources to comment on the health minister’s policy:



“She was one of the disasters of the post-


  apartheid era,” said the author of a book about South Africa.


  
Her policy was “obtuse, dilatory and negligent


   and more worthy of a lunatic fringe than of a 


   concerned and compassionate state,” said the UN


   envoy on AIDS.



Harvard researchers “stated that the South


   African AIDS policy was responsible for 


   365,000 premature deaths.”





Reporter at Work

   
The obit in the Times can be used to demonstrate the

reporting process. 

  
 Early in covering an event, the reporter develops a theory,

a hypothesis, an idea that describes the nature of the event.

That idea, which is essentially the lead, directs the reporter’s

fact-gathering. If the facts corroborate the theory, the

reporting continues in this direction. If not, the reporter 

quickly generates another idea and makes it central to

his or her reporting.

   
For his obit of Tshabalala-Msimang, Weber knew early in

his fact-gathering that her misguided AIDS policy was the

focus of his piece. He was able to obtain ample material to 

document his lead idea.

 



Assignments
Instructor Ratings: Coping with Bad Student Reviews

  The question put to The Ethicist in the Sunday New York Times read:

 

                        My listing on ratemyprofessors.com has a few

                positive ratings, but the majority are from students who

                gripe about the workload and the density of my lectures.

                May I suggest to my more-satisfied students that they 

                post a rating on the Web site?

 

            No, responded The Ethicist, no matter how many students are satisfied,

“that does not justify your skewing the results, which is what you propose.” 

  Faculty members worry about how these assessments affect 

class enrollment and promotion and salary, the professor added.  

Not to worry, The Ethicist tells the California professor;  “…surely your 
 colleagues realize that these sites do not provide a scientific survey of 
 student views.”  

     
  I’m not so sure about The Ethicist’s reassurance. From what I am told, deans, 
directors and administrators, concerned about the public viewing of student comments, 

do consult these assessments.

            Assignment: Are any, many of the faculty on your campus listed on 

 ratemyprofessors.com? If so, what has been their experience?   What do 
 faculty members think of student ratings of their classes?  


     Does your department have its own system of faculty

  ratings?  If so, how are they used? What do students, faculty think of

  them?
 

                     The Public and the Supreme Court

“All those so-called absolute principles like the First Amendment

are functions of the time they’re decided,” said Tyrone Brown, a former

member of the Federal Communications Commission. “The Justices’ role

is a process role—making accommodations between various power groups 

in the country at various times.”


The battle over sexual matters illustrates Brown’s point. In 1986,

the Supreme Court in Bowers v. Harwick  found no constitutional problem

with a Georgia law that made homosexual sex a crime. Two-thirds of

Americans supported such laws, polls showed. Seventeen years later,

in Lawrence v. Texas, the Court struck down a similar law. A third of the 

public had campaigned vigorously for such a decision.


Today, some gay groups and others seek legalization of 

same-sex marriage. Others urge waiting, that the time is not

yet ripe. They say public sentiment supports heterosexual marriage;

only six states now permit same-sex marriage.  However, a challenge

to a state constitutional amendment is being heard in a federal court.

The amendment, Proposition 8, that limits marriage to a man and a 

woman, was adopted in a referendum.

Assignment: If your state’s marriage law prohibits same-sex

   marriage, is there any support to change it?  Ask students, faculty 

   members, local residents, members of the clergy whether they favor 

   legalizing same-sex marriage.




           Death Rates


The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services latest report “Death

In the United States, 2007” puts the rate at 760.3 per 100,000 population,

the lowest since the figures have been kept. Hawaii had the lowest

age-adjusted death rate of all states at slightly over 600. 

 
“However,” the report states, “not all Americans have benefited equally 

  from this decline.” The death rate in West Virginia exceeded 950, and 

  Alabama”s rate exceeded 900. Kentucky’s rate was 897.  


“In general, states in the southeast region have higher rates than those in

  other regions of this country,” the report states.


Race and ethnicity affect the rates;



Non-Hispanic black:
961.9



Non-Hispanic white:   766.5



American Indian or



 Alaska Native:
625.3



Hispanic

530.7



Asian/ Pacific

                       Islander

409.7


Age at Death by Gender/Race



Black Male

 70.2



White Male

 75.8



Black Female

 77.0



White Female
    
 80.7


Assignment: Find your state’s rates and compare them with national figures.

What are the reasons for the high/low/average rates in your state? (Details can be

obtained at www.cdc.gov/nchs.)

Class Discussion

An Ethical Question: 
                       Should a Reporter Intervene? 
     
 Shortly after his arrival in Haiti, CNN medical reporter Sanjay Gupta

    missed his scheduled broadcast because he was attending the injured.

    A week before, a reporter from New Delhi Television asked me

   “Should a reporter intervene in a life-threatening situation?”  I told

   her that a photographer covering a famine in Ethiopia had been 

   asked whether he went to the assistance of a child whose skeletal

   body made for an iconic photo. 

           “No,” he replied.  His obligation was to take photos of a horrendous 

   situation.  It was the duty of others to help the child. The photographer’s  

   comments were widely discussed, some ethicists condemning him, 

   others defending him. 

            Discussion: What is the journalist’s responsibility in a life-threatening

   situation?  First, to do the story?  To intervene first, then do the story?



      Worth Quoting
Web Talk
             If the Web is all about democratization, how come everybody in the debate 

sounds like a 19-year-old privileged male?

      




--Geneva Overholser

          

  

Campus Politics
    Asked why he gave up the presidency of Princeton to enter public life, 

Woodrow Wilson replied that he “left the hard politics of Princeton for 

the easier politics of Washington.”

 

                                                Emotions
            I learned to generate emotions by getting other people to tell me things they felt 

strongly about, not by waxing emotional myself. I learned not to wax.

                                                --William Zinsser

            
                                                Tweet-Tweet
            Some newspapers are fit only to line the bottom of birdcages.

                                                --Spiro T. Agnew

 

                                                The Audience
            Print must be for the educated and affluent elite.

                                                --Clay Felker

 

                                                Good Writing
            Good or valuable writing is more than a technical skill; it depends on a certain 

   moral wholeness in the writer.

                                                --V.S.Naipaul




     Blunt

    I am not in the entertainment business.





    --Jim Lehrer
 

                                                Reality Check
            Newspapers don’t change tastes. They reflect taste.

                                                --Rupert Murdoch

             

                                      Purpose
            It is our duty to hold high our ideals of public service or get out of the 

   newspaper business.    
                                      --C.L. Knight

 

                                                Hip Teachers
            The most common way to become a hip teacher now—there have been other ways; 

there will be more—is to go wild for computers. Students love computers; you

get points for loving them more. …In order to stay current, teachers have let students 

bring their computers into the classroom. There, behind the screens, they do many things, 

which may include taking class notes or looking up references the teacher makes. But, 

then, too, they may not.  Many teachers are afraid to ban computers from their 

classrooms. It will make them unpopular, unhip.

                                                --Mark Edmundson




CORRECTION


Update LVI credited an item in Talking Heads to Stanley Kaufman.

I misspelled the name of the movie critic of The New Republic. It is 

Kauffman. 
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