                  Update LXVIII
Reporting Methodology
The Reporter as Empiricist


Journalism students and young reporters are warned not to prejudge events, to hold off until they do their reporting before they draw any conclusions.  Otherwise, they are instructed, their reporting may be colored by their assumptions.


The theory that knowledge emerges from experience has merit both on the job and in answering critics with the assurance that they are empiricists, never imposing their ideas and assumptions on the events they cover. On the job, empiricism supposedly allows the reporter the widest view of events.


But in the practice of journalism, the reality is different. The fact is that as soon as a reporter is given an assignment, he or she begins to develop ideas about the event to be covered or the person to be interviewed. The reporter thinks of leads early on. These lead-ideas direct the reporter’s questions and observations.




The Reality of Reporting

“The best journalists may adhere to the orthodoxy of their craft verbally, but they always have an animating idea they apply to the event they’re covering,” says Sidney Blumenthal in an article he wrote for The New Republic.  He says that by “starting with a premise in advance of doing a story,” reporters can move closer to the event “than when they are operating by the rigid empirical method.”
In other words, the act of reporting begins with the adoption of a tentative theme for the reporting. This is consistent with a modern theory of knowledge, best summed up this way: “You don’t know what you’ve seen unless you know what you are looking for.”

Lincoln Steffens, the great muckraker, based his reporting on this concept.  He described his  reporting trip to Philadelphia to check on graft among officials as being based on “knowing just what to look for.”  He had a scheme in mind that he had sketched out for his editor, S.S.McClure. 
But McClure had objected.  He told Steffens that such theorizing would impede, if not distort his reporting.
Steffens responded by telling McClure that “one of the methods of scientific research is to form a hypothesis and test it with the facts, and one of the tests of truth was to base a prediction upon your theory and watch the outcome of the event.” If the tentative theory goes nowhere, a new theory is adopted and tested. 

Experienced reporters always think leads as they cover an event.  They “frame the lead while the story is unfolding,” say John W. Chancellor and Walter R. Mears, veteran reporters

whose advice is even more urgent today when the web cries for constant replenishment.




Try This in Class

     You can test this concept of reporting by setting up this simple scenario for students:

          You are in the newsroom and you are told:

1. A fire breaks out at noon in a campus dormitory.

2. A fire breaks out at 2 a.m. in a campus dormitory.

  Ask students for their immediate reactions after they hear No. 1 and No. 2.

     Most students will immediately see the difference--that at noon the dormitory is usually deserted whereas at 2 a.m. students are asleep in the dorm.  So the immediate response to No. 1 may be something about checking the cause and the damage and possible injuries and the response to No. 2 is to ask officials at once about injuries, deaths, escapes and rescues.
When Relevant?

Religious References in News Stories 


When Louis Farrakhan, the leader of the Nation of Islam, spoke to followers in Washington, readers of The Washington Post were given two differing accounts of the event. The story that the reporter assigned to the talk summarized Farrakhan’s speech as promoting an economic program for blacks. Two days later, a Post columnist wrote that the most newsworthy aspect of the talk was the enthusiastic approval of the 10,000 people present to Farrakhan’s mockery of the Holocaust and his attack on “the wickedness” of the Jews.


Coverage of a talk Farrakhan later gave in New York was also handled with care. The New York Post  reporter wrote:



   Black Muslim leader Louis Farrakhan




turned Madison Square Garden into a 




mini-Nuremberg as he brought his 




message of hate to the city he called




“the capital of the Jews.”


The reporter’s desk toned down this lead.  In an interview, the reporter later told a New Yorker writer that “the outrageous aspects of the night were underplayed by most papers. All the news media should have gone out of their way to say what a lot of outrageous nonsense this man is preaching.  He represents a philosophy we have heard before.  It is very close to being Hitlerite.”


The media have to walk a thin line between accurately describing an event and avoiding  material that may be offensive.  In this balancing act, religion has traditionally been handled gingerly. But the media nowadays tend toward the accurate account.  Here’s a recent example from an item in The New York Times datelined Virginia: 




   Lawmakers approved a bill on Thursday




with new rules for abortion clinics. Democrats




and abortion rights supporters said the rules




were likely to force the closing of Virginia’s




21 abortion clinics.  Gov. Bob McDonnell, a 

Republican  and Catholic, supports the measure.…

Is the reference to the governor’s religion as relevant as his politics? You might want to discuss this with your students.

Specifics Essential

The Truth is in the Details


The congressional budget battle provides instructors with an instructional insight for students. As is well known, the new House Republican majority wants massive cuts in the federal budget, and state and city governments are also in a slashing mode. The public seems to approve the wielders of the budget ax…until the details are filled in.   Good reporting is supposed to do just that--go behind the rhetoric to the reality.


For example:  

   JUPITER, Fla.—Representative Allen West 




clicked through his PowerPoint presentation




on last week’s doings among his fellow House




Republicans, and those of his constituents who 



gathered here Tuesday night whooped with glee.




    They loved the cuts to a jet engine program.




They applauded the curtailing of environmental




regulators….




    Then out came the pie chart showing the giant




slice of the budget consumed by Medicare, Social




Security and Medicaid, untouched by lawmakers. 




“We have got to make some hard choices,” Mr.




West said.  “We’ve got to tackle that right now.”




    The room of roughly 400 people grew silent.

Jennifer Steinhauer then cites Representative West’s vote “to eliminate funds for public television and AmeriCorps, a volunteer organization. But he rejected a measure that would cut block grants, which he said were important to his home state.”
 Steinhauer’s account is buttressed by New York Times reporters in other cities.  The theme is similar: Cut and cut again, the budget cutters say.  But not in our backyard, their partisans respond.
Useful Material
The Open and Disciplined Mind

Howard Gardner, the Hobbs professor of cognition and education at Harvard, has written and lectured about journalism occasionally. Here are some of his comments that you might find useful:



I’m talking about discipline in two senses. One is having 


some profession, craft, skill at which you’re very good.  So good 


that you can’t easily be replaced by a machine or a set of rules. A


form of expertise.  But you need the second form of expertise, namely


continuing to work and hone your skills… whatever you do you 


have to keep learning, keep refining your craft, getting up to date


because of the enormous changes that take place in technology and 


so on.



The synthesizing mind in many ways is the most


intriguing because the synthesizing mind says we  live


in a world now where we’re being inundated with information.


Any topic of any interest, if you could simply go to Google


or another search engine, and look it up, you could spend


the rest of your life just reading or looking at the pictures


or looking at the links.



So the synthesizing mind has to decide what’s important,


what to ignore, how to put it together so it makes sense to you.


Otherwise, you will lose it and then if we have to communicate,


as most of us do at work or in a television program or so on 

       how do you convey your synthesis to somebody else?

                  The creating mind is one which asks new questions,


looks at things in new ways, comes up with  answers… .

A Miscellany for Reporting Assignments
Religion in Congress … Views of Obama


The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life issued the following religious breakdown of the 112th Congress:



Protestant—
                         Baptists: 68



     Methodists: 51



     Presbyterians: 45


                 Episcopalians/Anglicans: 41



     Lutherans: 26


   
     Congregationalists: 4



     Seventh-Day Adventists: 2



     Quaker: 1



     Non-denominational: 2



     Other Christian: 3



     Unspecified: 58


Roman Catholic—156



Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints—15



Jewish—39



Muslim—2



Other faiths—2



Don’t Know/Refused—6
   Assignment: Make this a simple math assignment by asking students to derive the percentages of the major religious groups in congress. How do these percentages compare with the percentages in the U.S. population?  Compare the makeup of  your congressional delegation to the national figures. 



Do You Report These Views of Obama?
                                           1.

In a talk to broadcasters in February, Bill Moyers said a survey of Republicans last spring found they had these views of President Obama:



A socialist: 67%



A Muslim: 57%



Not born in U.S.: 45%



May be the Anti-Christ: 24%


Assignment: Are these figures worth a news story? Explain.  If so, do you do any additional reporting to localize the material?






2.

Mike Huckabee, a former governor of Arkansas and a possible Republican presidential candidate, was asked by radio host Steve Malzberg:


How come we don’t have a health record, we


   don’t have a college record, we don’t have a birth 


   certificate—why Mr. Obama did you spend millions


   of dollars in courts all over the country to defend 


   yourself against having to present a birth certificate?

Huckabee responded:



I would love to know more. What I know


   is troubling enough. …If you think about it,


   his growing up in Kenya with a Kenyan father


   and grandfather, their view of the Mau Mau


   revolution in Kenya is very different than ours


   because he probably grew up hearing that the British


   were a bunch of imperialists who persecuted his 


   grandfather.


Assignments: How do we handle this question and answer?
1. Ignore.

2. Write a story quoting question and answer.

3. Write a story that includes further reporting?

(New York Times reporter Michael D. Shear

  quoted Malzberg and Huckabee and added:

“Mr. Obama did not grow up in Kenya. 

  According to his official biography, he was

  raised primarily in Hawai…He also did not

  ‘grow up’ in Kenya with his Kenyan father

  


  and grandfather.”)

Colorado University Journalism

Appearnce and Reality
 Chancellor  Philip DiStefano announced a plan to kill the journalism school at the University of Colorado and replace it with something different.  Different?   Here’s a communiqué from his office:

        
In the event that the president recommends, 
   
and the Board of Regents votes, to discontinue 
  
 the School of Journalism and Mass Communications
   
later this spring we will be poised to implement the 
  
 Journalism PLUS Action Plan. …

       

By the fall of 2012, we will have two options in 
   
place for students interested in studying journalism. 
   
This approach ensures that the study of journalism 
   
on the campus will remain responsive and relevant 
   
in a fast-changing media environment. More importantly, 
  
 it sets us on a course to produce new generations of 
  
 journalists, editors and media professionals more 
  
 readily able to create context, achieve accuracy and 
   
delve more deeply into critical issues. We believe
   
 this approach will result in new generations of reporters,    

   
editors and media professionals bringing a more diverse 
   
set of ideas, values and influences to the practice of journalism.

       

We believe this approach will result in new generations
    
of reporters, editors and media professionals bringing a
   
 more diverse set of ideas, values and influences to
    
the practice of journalism.

Isn’t this just what journalism programs, including the one at Boulder, do nowadays?  The real story follows.


Behind the Scenery

     
An AEJMC team that recently visited the Boulder program offers some insight into what is going on there.  Its report described “an entrenched and obstructive senior media studies faculty” and referred to “accomplished academics who form a bloc to prevent forward movement.”   The team described a search that found an experienced journalist several faculty members wanted to hire but whose application was blocked by the search committee which “insisted on putting forward only Ph.D.’s.”  (The applicant accepted an endowed, tenured chair elsewhere.) The report cited a 2008 directive from the chancellor “that a lack of improvement in the collegiality at the School could result in the School’s end.”

 Here is the unedited summary of the team’s findings:
     Even without the discontinuance process,

 the situation at Colorado is one of high dysfunction 

and intractable disputes. As noted above, replacing 

the Dean is not enough to fix the problem. The School

 is a mass of contradictions: accomplished academics

 who form a bloc to prevent forward movement; a caring 

Dean who has failed in his aspirations; a committed Advisory 

Board who has turned against the School. Yet students are 

graduating, generally seem content and are finding jobs. 

Where so many of the schools evaluated by ACEJMC have

at least found some level of peace among faculty factions, 

the situation for reasons historical and contemporary

 has reached a point of almost open insurrection that 

has led the University leadership to step in and, as a result, 

the end of the SJMC appears almost inevitable. Hence,

 a finding of non-compliance on governance is 

equally inevitable.
Memo to New Staff
Enterprise Reporting Wanted


Jesse Angelo, the editor-in-chief of Rupert Murdoch’s iPad-only tabloid The Daily

 sent a note to his reporters that you might quote to students:



We need to get out there and start finding more


compelling stories from around the country—not just 

 
scraping the web and the wires, but getting out on


the ground and reporting. Find me an amazing human


story at a trial the rest of the media is missing. Find me


a school district where the battle over reform is being fought


and tell the human tales. Find a town that is going to be


unincorporated because it’s broke. Find me a story of


corruption and malfeasance in a state capitol that no one has 


found. Find something new, different, exclusive and awesome.


Find me the oldest dog in America, or the richest man in


South Dakota. Force the new White House secretary to download

The Daily for the first time because everyone at the gaggle is asking


about a story we broke. Get in front of a story and make it


ours—force the rest of the media to follow us.  It’s stories


that will keep people coming back to The Daily—we’ve


assembled a crack news team, so let’s show the world


what we can do.

The New York Times Blows One

Source Reliability: Take Nothing for Granted

During the standoff between union workers and the governor of Wisconsin, The New York Times published a front-page piece by staffers A.G. Sulzberger and Monica Davey about a man who identified himself as a “union guy.” The source criticized pubic worker unions as having lavish benefits. He put himself on the side of the governor who wants to cut benefits and end collective bargaining rights for the unions.

Turns out the source was hardly a “union guy.”  The union had no record of his membership. Also, the reporters misspelled his name. Four days after the story appeared, the newspaper ran a correction.

Misspell a name? Not check an assertion in a highly charged situation? Neither reporter is a tyro.  Sulzberger, the Times heir apparent, worked at the Providence Journal and The Oregonian before joining the Times reporting staff five years ago.  Davey is a 20-year reporting veteran.
 
In his blog, “Full Court Press,” veteran reporter Charles Kaiser condemned the reporting as slanted: 

   Arthur Gregg Sulzberger and Monica Davey attracted

 plenty of unwanted attention with a seriously sloppy hatchet job 

on the labor movement which ran on page 1 of The New York Times.  

Demonstrating once again that journalists can prove almost any 

premise, if they're careful to skew their interviews so that at 80 percent

of the people you quote agree with you, Sulzberger and Davey tried

       hard to prove that union bonds were fraying in Wisconsin.

 

 


Assignments
                            Women’s Work
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   The workplace for women has widened considerably in the last three

decades.   Once confined to jobs as librarians, teachers, seamstresses, cooks

and waitresses, women have steadily moved into the professions—lawyers, 

doctors, certified accountants, and they are the majority in many university 

professional programs.


Assignment: Trace the enrollment by gender in your school’s professional

programs over the past 50 years.



Churches and Politics
Federal tax law prohibits churches from engaging in partisan politics, but a report 

by a U.S. senate staff committee recommends repeal. 

      Assignment: Ask local pastors, priests and rabbis what they think of the repeal.
    


Movie Days
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   The advent of television 

caused many movie theaters 

to close.  But in recent years,
     movies have made a comeback.

   Assignment: Trace the 
closure/reopening of

movie houses in town.
        Markswomen
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   In some communities, increasing numbers 

of women  have applied for gun permits. 
Some have joined gun clubs.

  Assignment: Interview women who 

carry guns or practice marksmanship. Are 
 Are they doing it because of 

concern about crime? What are the crime 

figures for the city? What do authorities think 

of having guns in the home?


Infant  Mortality


Journalism students are notoriously math-resistant despite the need for numerical fluency in what is clearly a quantitative age.  This assignment on infant mortality may reveal the importance of numbers to journalists.  Infant mortality has been described as the measure of a society’s advancement.  The United States ranks low among western industrial states. Among 223 nations for which data were compiled, the U.S. ranked 46th.  

The highest death rates are in the southern states where the infant mortality rate among black children under the age of one is two to three times the white rate. 


Assignment: Obtain your state’s infant mortality rate.  Break it down by race and interview doctors and health officials for their comments.
   
Note: Excellent data for this and other assignments that stress quantitative reporting are contained in the series “CQ Press’s State Fact Finder Series,” a group of four volumes issued annually that cover health, crime, education and other areas that are the subject of journalism. 



Worth Quoting
                                
Imitation
          I may cite some horrible example of jargon or pomposity to warn against 

the prevailing bloatage, but I  don’t deal in junk.  Writing is learned by 

imitation, and I want my students to imitate the best.

                                    --William Zinsser





Worthwhile


Technique is hardly worth talking about unless it’s used for something 

 worth doing.





--Pauline Kael





Journalists


Journalism is a kind of profession, or craft, or racket for people who never wanted

to grow up and go out into the real world. If you’re a good journalist, what you do is 

live a lot of things vicariously, and report them for other people who want to live 

vicariously.





--Harry Reasoner

 Yes to Skepticism
I try to teach students to challenge authority by asking hard questions. I want them to develop a strong sense of skepticism.  In a sense, I’m trying to acculturate them into the profession of journalism. …  Two critical values are idealism and skepticism.  These seem oppositional, but in our craft their pairing can offer us a potent way to engage the world.  For young journalists, these two values inspire as well as energize them to do useful, even penetrating work.





--Lou Ureneck




Experience


How vain it is to sit down to write when you have not stood up to live.





--Henry David Thoreau




Classic


Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate for a moment to prefer the latter.





--Thomas Jefferson




        -0-

NOTE: Hereafter, issues of Update will be posted twice a year on www.mhhe.com/mencher12e.  The current issue will be sent as an attachment to
the Update summary. 

                                            ## 
