                                              Update XLII
Errors and Ignorance Galore

Bring Back the Proofreader…and General Knowledge
A recent New York Times news summary had it there instead of their. Merv Block
writes me that he received a magazine “in which the writer began, ‘I expect….’; he

meant accept.”  Block also reports hearing on the Times New York FM station 
“that John McCain spoke today to the Veterans of Foreign Affairs.” 
The first error would surely have been caught by a proofreader, now an artifact of 
ancient times. And the second would have been avoided by anyone who is literate.
Maybe not. 
Reports from journalism instructors attest to a pervasive ignorance of affairs
 both current and past among their students.

What Journalism Students Don’t Know  


A lot. 


Students in a midwestern journalism program were given an outline map of 
the U.S.and asked to locate the state in which they were going to college. Half 
could not do so.  Few students in a quiz knew the difference between a stock 
and a bond, and none could list five Supreme Court decisions they considered significant.  

Ted Gup in his April 8 piece in The Chronicle of Higher Education writes that
many of his journalism students “thought that Roe v. Wade was about slavery, 
that 50 justices sit on the U.S. Supreme Court…” 
 He writes that he “administered a dumbed-down quiz on current events 
and history early in each semester to get a sense of what my students know and 
don’t know. Initially, I worried that its superficiality would insult them,
but the results have been, well, horrifying.”

Gup found:



*“Nearly half could not name a single country that bordered Israel.



* “…11 of 18 students could not name what country Kabul is in.  


*l of 21 in a class could name the secretary of defense; none

              could identify India and Japan as democracies among his
                          list of four—Cuba, China, Japan, India.



*More than half the class had no idea of the decade in which



  the Civil War was fought.



*Some “thought that Islam was the principal religion in 



 South America.”
Widespread


It may be unfair to single out journalism students in this indictment. Bob
Herbert, a columnist for The New York Times, writes that “ignorance in the 
United States…is widespread.  A recent survey of teenagers by the education
advocacy group Common Core found that a quarter could not identify Adolf Hitler,
a third did not know that the Bill of Rights guaranteed freedom of speech and

religion, and fewer than a half knew that the Civil War took place between 1850 and 1900.”

In his book The Dumbest Generation, Mark Bauerlein writes that despite 
high SAT scores and six or seven Advanced Placement classes, most high school
students know little.  They do not read and they do little homework. Fewer than 
30 percent know what the Reconstruction was, and almost a fourth cannot identify
Dick Cheney as the vice president.  They are six times more likely to name the 
current American Idol than the speaker of the House of Representatives..

NOTE: Studies find that the major source of news for college students is 
the Internet. Few rely on the newspaper and network TV news. The subtitle 
of  Bauerlein’s book is, How the Digital Age Stupefies Young Americans
and Jeopardizes Our Future.
Sharing the Blame

Perhaps the responsibility for ignorance of public affairs, geography and
 history extends beyond the New Generation student. Instructor, know thyself. 

When my publisher plans on a new edition of News Reporting and Writing it 
asks several journalism instructors to review the current edition. The comments,
authors blacked out, are sent to me.
One suggested I eliminate references to Ernie Pyle’s coverage of
World War II and the war itself as too ancient history. The Vietnam War was also
a non-starter for a reviewer. “My students weren’t even born then,” the
reviewer wrote. No wonder a sizeable percentage of students believe that the Soviet Union
fought alongside Nazi Germany in World War II. Some found Watergate
to be the name of a bottled water.  

Except for the occasional piece like Gup’s, journalism educators 
seem little disturbed by the meager background knowledge of their students. 

We know that context is essential to good journalism, but courses 
seem increasingly directed at instruction in how to present material, 
not in what this material should communicate. 

A New Look

Photos with College Admission Applications?

 For years, colleges and universities used the required head shots 
of applicants to keep out minorities. Harvard used the photos to identify Jewish 
applicants, which enabled the university to maintain its low quota of Jewish students. 
When I taught at the University of Kansas, the photos enabled administrators to assign
blacks as roommates.  The student newspaper’s revelation of this 

and other discriminatory practices led the university to drop the photo requirement. 
Few schools require photos of applicants because of these practices. 


But now some schools are requiring or suggesting that applicants attach their photos. 
The reason: The headshots will enable colleges to admit more minorities, which 
would make for a more diverse student body, reports The New York Times.

Assignment: What’s the practice at your school? What do admission officers,
 faculty members and students think of requiring head shots to accompany applications?
Millionaires on the Gridiron
Salaries of Football Coaches Ten Times that of Professors

The American Association of University Professors keeps tabs on faculty 
salaries. In the last few years, it has compared them with those of football coaches.  
The comparisons provide an insight into the priorities of university and college 
administrators.


A recent survey has found that the average salary of 106 football coaches in
Division 1-A in 2007 amounted to $1,040,863, compared to the average full 
professor’s salary in 2007-8 of $104,523, a ten to one ratio. 
 
But averages, as Update has frequently pointed out, mask significant
details and differences.  
   Southeastern Football Coaches Reap Riches


The coaches in the Southeastern Conference averaged $1,941,612.  These
schools--Tennessee, Georgia, South Carolina, Arkansas, Alabama, Mississippi State, 
Auburn, to name a few--include some coaches in the $3 million bracket.  
The AAUP finds the ratio of the salary of the average coach in this conference
 to the average professor’s salary to be 18.6.  
 Close behind, at a ratio of 15.4, is the Big Twelve Conference, whose
schools include Kansas, Missouri, Colorado, Kansas State, Nebraska, 
Oklahoma and others.

In contrast, the ratios in the Mid-American Conferences and the 
Sun Belt Conferences are 2.4 and 2.9, respectively.  
The Mid-American Conference---whose schools include Western, Eastern and 
Central Michigan, Ball State, Kent State, Akron, Ohio, Bowling Green and others—

pays its football coach an average of $255,069; a professor’s average salary
is $87,893. 
The ratio in the Sun Belt Conference--whose schools include Troy,
 Florida International, Florida Atlantic Louisiana at Lafayette and Monroe, 
North Texas and others--is 2.9. The average coach among the eight schools is 
paid $255,069, the average professor $87,983. 





Other Salaries and Ratios

Conference

Coach’s Salary       Faculty Salary         Ratio:  Coach 








                  to Professor

Atlantic Coast

  $1,363,450

  $125.044

   10.9


Big East

     1,l84,851

    110,263

   10.7

            Big Ten

     1,540,176
                113,929
               12.7


Conference USA                 649,552
                100,074                       6.5


Mountain West
                    645,632
                  96,627                       6.3

Pacific Ten

     1,311,968
                109,654        
   12.0


Western Atlantic
        470,748
                  87,595
                 6.2


The AAUP comments:

“After a short-lived recovery in 2006–07, faculty salaries are lagging behind 
inflation again this year. Yet the salaries paid to head football coaches, presidents, 
and other top administrators do not seem to reflect an economic downturn. Over the past 
three decades, the ranks of contingent faculty, nonfaculty professionals, and 
administrators have swelled while the number of tenured and 
tenure-track faculty stagnated.”

Assignment: You might assign students a school in your conference
or elsewhere to check the two salaries, football coach and average full professor.
 
Ask administrators to defend the difference. What do faculty members think of 
the disparity? 

Teaching Ethics

The Sins of Commission and Omission


Last month, the Society of Professional Journalists celebrated 2008 Ethics 
in Journalism Week.  Of the seven pillars of integrity on which journalistic performance 
is tested, SPJ lists seven requirements. Six refer to sins of commission: Avoid 
conflicts of  interest, refuse gifts, disclose conflicts, etc.
 These can apply to just about any profession. Only one of the seven
refers to the unique status of the journalist: Be vigilant and courageous about
holding those in power accountable.  Failure to 
observe this injunction is a sin of omission. A sin of omission occurs when
the journalist fails to act in situations in which revelation is required.  
The philosopher Jeremy Bentham described this failure as “Keeping at rest;
 that is, forbearing.” When journalists or their employers do not go beyond what 
I call Layer I reporting and refuse to dig deeply they commit the sin of omission. 


Increasingly, financially pressed newspapers and network TV have cut 
back on news staffs, making one reporter cover three beats or  ignoring some
areas that had been covered. Some of the slack is being taken up by Internet
groups such as ProPublica, a new nonprofit, nonpartisan Internet organization
whose editor in chief is Paul E. Steiger, former managing editor of The Wall
 Street Journal. Steiger describes the online project in the Spring 2008 issue of
 Nieman Reports.   The issue, titled “21st Century Muckrakers: Who Are They? 
How Do They Do Their Work?” is an excellent guide to the field of
investigative reporting. 

One of the merits of the issue is that it goes deep into the history of investigative 
reporting. Too many students are led to believe that investigative 
journalism dates from Woodward and Bernstein’s Watergate reporting that toppled

the Nixon presidency. 
  The Muckrakers

1.Patent Medicines
 
To inform your students to the splendid history of aggressive journalism, 
I suggest you try to locate a copy of Years of Conscience: The Muckrakers
by Harvey Swados.  This excellent anthology includes the work of Lincoln
Steffens, David Graham Phillips, Upton Sinclair, Edward Bok, 
Charles Edward Russell, Ray Stannard Baker. 
 Swados says the muckrakers were guided by “a shared concern for the 
physical and moral progress of their country, and a sense of the urgency of alerting 
their fellow citizens to what had gone wrong and to the necessity of putting things right.”   

In 1904, Bok began his expose of the patent medicine industry in the pages 
of the Ladies Home Journal: “Every year, particularly in the springtime, 
tens of thousands of bottles of patent medicines are used throughout the 
country by persons who are in absolute ignorance of what they are swallowing.”  He 
analyzed their contents and wrote that “women were swallowing bottle after
bottle of “Lydia Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound, containing, 
by volume, 20.6 percentage of alcohol….” He wrote that barns carried ads
for “‘Boker’s Stomach Bitters,’ with 42.6 percentage of alcohol….”  
 Pregnant women were taking “Doctor Pierce’s Favorite Prescription,” Bok
found. He checked with the Massachusetts Board of Health and was told the
Favorite Prescription contained digitalis, tincture of opium and 
alcohol.  The alcohol constituted 17 percent of the nine ounce bottle.  
Bok listed the alcohol content of 40 patent medicines and found their 
alcohol content ranged from 14 to 47 percent.
2. Racism in the Courts
In his expose of racism in southern courts, Following the Colour Line,”
 1908, Baker wrote of the “astonishing number of children, especially 
Negroes, arrested:

                        Some of them were very young and often exceedingly 
 

   bright-looking. From the records I find that in 1906,
   l boy six years old, 7 of seven years, 33 of eight



   years, 69 of nine years, 107 of ten years, 142 
  of eleven years, and 219 of twelve years were arrested 
  and brought into court—in other words, 578 boys and



  girls, mostly Negroes, under twelve years of age!




“I should think,” I said to a police officer, “you would
   have trouble in taking care of all these children in your
   reformatories.”




“Reformatories!” he said, “there aren’t any.”




“What do you do with them?”




“Well, if they’re bad we put ‘em in the stockade
 
   or the chain-gang, otherwise they’re turned loose.”


Baker found that the use of prisoners in work gangs was profitable,
$354,853.55 for Georgia from its chain gangs, he wrote. “The natural
tendency is to convict as many men as possible—it furnishes steady,
cheap labour to the contractors and a profit to the state.”  He wrote that
an Atlanta banker, “a dominant member of the city police board…
is also the owner of  extensive brick-yards near Atlanta, where many 
convicts are employed. Some of the large fortunes in Atlanta
have come chiefly from the labour of chain-gangs of
convicts leased by the state.”


   


Importance of Details

Notice the specifics in the work of Bok and Baker.

Editors used to tell their new staffers, “Journalism is the art of the specific,”
that details and specifics lead readers to suspend disbelief in the accuracy of
news stories . Or, as my first city editor told me, “Details make for verisimilitude.”


In his book, City Room, Arthur Gelb describes his newsroom education 
as he covers his first breaking news story for The New York Times.  A woman
was found strangled with neckties and stabbed, a blouse spread over her face. 
             Gelb writes:



I phoned in the notes I had taken to Mike Berger.




“What color were the neckties?”




“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 recalls having to return to the crime scene four times to satisfy Berger’s
--and the reader’s--need for specifics. 


The St. Petersburg Times tells newsroom newcomers to “get the name
 of the dog, the brand of the beer, the color and make of the sports car.”  
Or, as an old newsroom maxim puts it, “Which hand held the gun?”




Assignments
                       


Hate Groups


The Southern Poverty Law Center (www.splcenter.org) keeps tabs on groups like 
the Klan, Neo-Nazi, White Nationalist, Racist Skinhead and others.  It reports 888 
such groups are operating, a 48 percent increase since 2000. The greatest numerical

growth occurred in Arizona, California and Texas, which the SPLC attributes to
anti-immigrant activity.


Assignment: Locate hate groups in your state and check their activities. 





Abstinence-Only

The Sexuality Information and Education Council of the United States 
(SIECUS, www.siecus.org) reports “a 3 percent jump in teen pregnancy 
this past year, the first increase in a decade” and that “teenagers and young 
adults account for half of all STDs (sexually transmitted diseases), 
yet they only make up one-quarter of sexually active adults.” 
 It attributes these increases to the “devaluing the use of condoms 
and other forms of birth control” that is central to the abstinence-only program.


Assignment: Interview local VD control officials, religious leaders
 and others for an over-all view of this conflict.







Biological Diversity


Plants and animals are increasingly endangered, reports the Center for Biological
 Diversity (www.biologicaldiversity.org) that recently reported 100 new troubled species.


Assignment: Are any plants or animals in your state listed as endangered? 
If so, what is being done to see that they are protected?







Food Saver


Several universities are experimenting with trayless dining service. Officials 
say that requiring students to use plates and bowels  saves on wasted food
—as much as 30 to 50 percent.


Assignment: How much food is wasted in your school’s dining halls? 
Is there any intention to eliminate trays?

Worth Quoting

Teacher Types

At the moment there are three orders of men at work in the American classroom:

custodians, instructors, and teachers.  …The custodian teaches nothing, though he
may put a class through a series of exercises that have a shadowy resemblance
to the educational process.  The instructor teaches a subject. The teacher
seems to teach a subject but is really engaged in doing a number of other things
at the same time.  We may define him as a human animal specialized to think 
in public, to think in public before anyone, but particularly before young people 
who have not as yet learned even to think in private.  He is an exhibitionist, 
willing, even eager, to do an important part of his living, at stated intervals,
for atrocious pay, before rows of plastic  intellects.







--Clifton Fadiman

Needed: Better Coverage

News is different from other programming on television or other

content in print. It is essential to an informed electorate. And an informed

electorate is essential to freedom itself. But as long as corporations, to which

news gathering is not the primary source of income or expertise, get to decide

what information about the candidates “sells, we are not functioning as well as we 

could if we had the engaged, skeptical press we deserve.







--Elizabeth Edwards

The Ph.D.


...we have entirely the wrong view of the Ph.D.  It shouldn’t be given 
for a contribution to knowledge. No man can make a contribution to knowledge 

before he is sixty. It’s nonsense to expect it from a young man.  I read these 

dissertations and I don’t learn anything from them that I really need to know. 

They don’t change me. They don’t educate me.







--Nathaniel Peffer





Summer Jobs


Do you take an internship at a place where every corner is cut, but 

you can make a huge amount of money?  Or do you take an internship at a 

place…a non-profit, at which you may not make much money, you may even

have to pay to work there, but you learn about part of the world that is much more

needy than you are and that the satisfaction you get out of it, out of helping 

them.  






--Howard Gardner





-0-


Note:  This is the last issue of Update for the academic year.  It will

resume in the Fall. Comments are welcome: mm55@columbia.edu. 
