                               Update XLVIII
Blunt Comments
Marking Your Student Papers

James Walker Michaels, an editor for Forbes magazine for almost 40 years, was noted for his pungent comments on his reporters’ copy.  They stung like BB shots.  One of his reporters, Gretchen Morgenson, now with The New York Times, says she and other staffers collected a file of Michaels’ projectiles. “I’ve kept them because I treasure them,” she says.

 Here are a few:



A good story turned into oatmeal by bad organization.



This is a paid advertisement. Did you forget to say he


       walks on water?



 This is more an essay as written than a Forbes article.  It


       badly needs concrete images that will anchor it to reality.

                   It’s called shoe-leather reporting.



 This is the kind of sentence that drives readers to stop reading.



 This is a real snoozer, lacking in specifics. Why not just 

                   send them a nice lacey valentine and forget the prose.



  This is badly written and badly edited. It would be an 


       insult to foist it on a reader.



  I can’t make head nor tails of this.  There’s a story buried


       in all this confusion, but I can’t find it. Fix it or kill it.


The prevailing wisdom among us is that students learn from the benign and the positive assessment. I’m not so sure. A study of student assessments of their instructors  indicates that the instructors who held their students to high standards, those who pressed even the most talented to do better might not have been loved, but they were considered excellent teachers.   

“Sneering Construction”
Ideology Insert or Style Error in J&MC Quarterly? 
The current issue of journalism education’s journal “devoted to research and commentary in journalism and mass communication” leads with an article titled:

NETWORK TV NEWS FRAMING 

OF GOOD VS. BAD ECONOMIC NEWS


UNDER DEMOCRAT AND REPUBLICAN


PRESIDENTS: A LEXICAL ANALYSIS


OF POLITICAL BIAS


Notice something amiss here?


Yes, it’s the use of the word Democrat as an adjective.   A typo?  A headline writer’s error? No, the locution is deployed a couple of times in the article, as in: “In summary, the research design used in this study employed equivalent six-year time periods for one Democrat president and one Republican president.”


In my days as a political reporter, this usage was employed by some conservative politicians and commentators as an epithet. Well, perhaps times have changed. I asked around.

            “My memory is the same as yours,” the author of a copyediting textbook told me.

“I remember old right wingers like Jesse Helms who used to spit the words ‘Democrat Party,’ but the prevailing neutral style was ‘Democratic.’”  
             I checked some more. The 2008 AP Stylebook makes it “Democratic Party.” The adjective was Democratic wherever I looked, except in the work of ideologues. Here’s Rush Limbaugh, for example: “Who’s benefiting? Aside from being bailed out, the Democrat Party and Barack Obama are benefiting.”



Concerned Readers, Listeners

            The Editor’s Blog of the SunHerald in Biloxi-Gulfport, Miss., responded to a reader who wrote that the paper’s “use of the term ‘Democratic Party’ is incorrect.  It should be ‘Democrat.’”  The editor responded, “Sorry, but it’s Democratic. All of the dictionaries I have seen, as well as the Associated Press stylebook, say it is Democratic.” 

              A listener to KUHF, the PBS station in Houston, wrote that he had heard the 7:30 news break refer to “Democrat lawmakers” in a news story. The listener wrote the station manager, “The use of ‘Democrat’ as an adjective is a recent development identified with right-wing media such as Fox News and AM talk radio, some Republican public officials who take their cues from Roger Ailes and Karl Rove. I strongly object to this usage, especially on publicly-subsidized media such as KUHF.”

NYTimes Stylebook

                I decided to consult Allan M. Siegal, a former assistant managing editor of The New York Times who supervised the composition of the newspaper’s new stylebook. 
           “The use of Democrat as a modifier is an intentionally sneering construction,” he told me.  He referred me to the Times stylebook entry:

                     Democrat (n), Democratic (adj.), for the party and its

   members. Do not use Democrat as a modifier (The    
  Democrat party); that construction is used by 
  opponents to  disparage the party.

          This entry is not unique, I found. Doug Fisher, University of South Carolina School of Journalism & Mass Communication, wrote in his “Common Sense Journalism”: “Democrat Party…is a subtle form of derogation.” 
          No surprise: The author’s summary concludes: “Results generally supported the partisan (i.e. pro-Democrat) bias hypothesis, as well as bad news bias.” 
          I asked Daniel Riffe, the editor of the Quarterly, about the usage. He responded, “Looks like a goof to me, using a noun as an adjective.  My eye and ear may have been lulled to sleep by frequent contact with folks who increasingly commit such usage.”
Dissatisfied Editors
Complaints about Journalism Graduates


A few months ago, Editor&Publisher surveyed editors to see what they thought of the journalism graduates they’d hired or those who were applying for jobs.  The comments were hardly reassuring:
 
“I have noticed what I see as a decline in their writing,” commented the managing editor of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch.

  The ME of The Commercial Appeal said: “They are eager to work, but they are not with us in the traditional Five W’s part of what we require.”


The editor of The Indianapolis Star wondered “whether they have all the skills, such as writing for the Web--or even such basics that we break news online and follow up in great depth in print the next day.”

Other comments:


  *I think they are still being trained very poorly.


  *They aren’t getting it in the journalism programs.


  *They need greater reporting and writing skills.


  *They don’t ask enough probing questions.

  *They’re unwilling to go the extra step beyond doing a search. They’re part of the Google generation where they type in a question and get an answer. That is not enough.


   *They cannot handle the demands of basic reporting.




The Cause? 

 
What’s the reason for this dissatisfaction? Does the need to keep enrollment high result in low-level admissions to programs? Have instructors asked less of their students?  Is the emphasis on technology pushing out instruction in content--how local government, the courts, the education system work?

 
Maybe it’s the models students are offered, the textbooks they read. Here is some material from a couple of textbooks in use:

    
                                     Textbook No.1


                         A Few Sentences:.

      
 “One of the main distinctions of online news is the ability to interact with   readers.”

“The process of ethical reasoning can be shown into three steps.”


 “Although print and broadcast news organizations depend on news releases, they receive scores of them every day.”

Bad Advice on Libel:

This textbook could land a student in serious libel trouble if he or she followed the author’s advice in the newsroom:

  “In crime stories, attribute any accusatory statements 
to police or other authorities, especially when using a 
suspect’s name.”


As we all know, only truth, official documents and reports of official proceedings are privileged, libel-proof.
 NBC used the name of a man it said the police had identified as a suspected bomber.  NBC paid a large sum rather than go to court. The man’s death stopped the suit against the Atlanta newspaper that also had named him. In Georgia, a dead person cannot collect on a libel.
Useless Advice on Writing Leads: The book has some strange suggestions about writing leads:



 “Instead of struggling to get the perfect lead,


       try writing several leads. Then write the rest of 


       the story.  Choose one lead when you’ve finished.”


I know of no working journalist who can follow this advice and hold a job. The reality is that we fashion a lead as soon as possible because the rest of the story is based on the lead’s contents.  How can you write several leads and then the rest of the story when, as we all know, the lead points the way the body of the story moves?

 This structure is true of all writing. Robert Frost, the great American poet, says of a poem “ …it assumes direction with the first line laid down.”  
Students should sweat over their notes and settle on a lead. Then they should go on to the body of the story.  If the story seems to be taking off in a direction the lead did not indicate, then the student--just as the professional--returns to the lead and rewrites it.

To put this another way: The lead and the story are inextricably bound together.  That is, the lead calls the shots. The lead determines the path the story will take. The story amplifies the lead. John McPhee, a New Yorker writer says, “I’ve often heard writers say that if you have written your lead you have 90 percent of your story.”
In fact, experienced reporters say that while they are covering an event they think leads. They know that the sooner they are aware of the heart of the event the more material they can gather to buttress their lead. 
 
Writing on Deadline: These days, deadlines press everyone writing the news.  Students will be working for all-news broadcast stations and newspapers that break and update stories on their websites all day. The name of the game is speed.  Years ago,
Joe Alex Morris wrote a book, Deadline Every Minute: The Story of the United Press.  Although the battle between the UP and the AP for play, determined often by whose story was on the teletype first, is long gone, deadline pressure permeates every newsroom today as well. 
  



 Textbook No. 2


The first sentence in the other textbook ends with a question mark.  Inside, the authors advise students never to begin a story with a question. This may be the result of one author not knowing what one of his coauthors wrote.  This book also abounds with advice useless to practitioners.  As for style, its sentences slog across the pages in leaden cadence, committee-speak, hardly a model for aspiring writers. 


The index is sparse, and the art is canned and prosaic. Mug shots prevail. Possible reason: Publishers usually ask their authors to pay for art work and the index.  


Next, more about leads.
Confusing Students
A Profusion of Lead Types

Some textbooks burden students with a variety of leads—anecdotal, question, quotation, narrative, mystery, teaser, impact….Quill’s columnist Paul LaRocque even came up with a type she calls the “Zimmerman lead.”  I’ve worked in a lot of newsrooms
and I’ve never heard anyone describe a lead with these terms.


There are only two types, one used for straight news stories--I call this the direct lead--and one used for features, the delayed lead. There are other terms for these two types of leads. Max Frankel, former executive editor of The New York Times, distinguished between leads of style (my delayed) and substance (my direct).  Frankel wrote: 


Style: Used by “journalists who want to make


   their mark as artists by drawing pictures, painting


   scenes and zooming only slowly toward the heart


   of their reports.”



Substance: Readers “want every article to 


   quickly disclose its point and purpose.”


                     Example


Frankel recalls how an editor at the Times, fed up with narrative-type leads on breaking news stories, posted some stories about important news events. Here’s one:



Elvira Brown’s aging face seems almost to be


   a map of the parched, weatherbeaten Texas countryside


   that has been her home for 83 years. Through the eyes 

   
   that squint in the harsh sunlight, she has seen Dallas


   grow from a tiny cowtown into a midland capital. The


   street outside of her tiny house used to be nothing more

   than a dust trail in summer and a mudhole in winter.


Years ago, she would sit on this porch and watch

   cattle drives pass.  Today, a procession of quite a 

 
   different sort passed along the now-paved course.



It was a motorcade.  It flew by at top speed


   on its way to Parkland Memorial Hospital. Top 


   speed because, it seems, the President of the United


   States was inside.  And he was dead.



Today’s Leads


With the shift in reading habits toward online news, editors want delayed leads on print stories, direct leads online.  I talked to several editors of newspaper Web sites and they tell me they advise staffers: Stick to the Five W’s and an H.


When the stock market was going south day after day, the online news stories had direct leads that reported the closing Dow Jones industrial average and how much it was  up or down. Here’s one newspaper’s delayed lead on the day the Dow plunged 9 percent:



The malaise on Wall Street simply will not lift.
Student Reading

Models for Magazine Writers


In his piece about the Village Voice (“It Took a Village: How the Voice changed journalism”) that appeared in The New Yorker a month ago, Louis Menand listed what he

described as the models for “most of the magazine writers associated with the New Journalism… .”  They are:



Lillian Ross’s profile of Ernest Hemingway, “How


Do You Like It Now Gentlemen?”  (The New Yorker, 1950).



Tom Morgan’s “What Makes Sammy Jr. Run?” (Esquire, 1959).


and Morgan’s “Brigitte Bardot: Problem Child” (Look, 1960).



Gay Talese’s profile of Floyd Patterson, “The Loser” (Esquire, 1964)


and Talese’s “Frank Sinatra Has a Cold” (Esquire, 1965). 




Menand writes that the “stylistic markers of the New Journalism were in all those pieces.”  He describes Talese’s piece about Sinatra as “immortal.” Sinatra was unwilling to be interviewed, so Talese talked to his friends, associates, family and his many hangers-on. Whenever possible, Talese observed Sinatra, which gave Talese the lead to his famous article. It begins:



Frank Sinatra, holding a glass of bourbon


in one hand and a cigarette in the other, stood in a


dark corner of the bar between two attractive but 


fading blondes waiting for him to say something.


But he said nothing….

 In my textbook, I quote Esquire’s assessment of the article--“the best story it ever published”-- and I say that a study of the article is “worth a week of a journalism student’s time.”   The article is available online from Esquire. 

Teaching Tools

Making Hypotheses for

      Reporting


We are all familiar with the criticism that journalists slant their stories in the direction of some personal or political bias. This puts us in a defensive posture that makes it difficult to explain, much less justify, the way that reporters cover stories: 

Reporters devise tentative ideas (hypotheses) prior to covering the event.  


Here’s material that you might use to demonstrate how journalists think as they go about their reporting:

  The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation reports that the five 

states with the most overweight residents (about 30 percent of the    population) are:




Mississippi




West Virginia




Alabama




Louisiana




South Carolina



  The states with the least overweight residents are:

Colorado




Hawaii




Connecticut




Massachusetts




Vermont

As soon as a reporter sees the lists, he or she notices similarities and contrasts that point to areas of research and specific questions to ask authorities. In other words, the reporter started to pattern the material immediately on seeing the lists. 

The reporting may steer the reporter in another direction than the one he or she began with, but the reporter has a starting point that will result in a story that is more informative than the mere listing of the states that the source provided. 

You might ask your class what conclusions they reach by looking at the two lists and what questions they would devise. 




Using the Media in Class:




        News Judgment


A pedagogical question: Do students learn as much from bad examples as from good ones? A few years ago, a user of my textbook advised me to include as many failures as successes so that students “will learn from the errors of their peers and their

superiors.” Another colleague demurred. “The bad examples will stick in their minds,” he said.

You might collect a few stories that contain factual, grammatical or style errors for class discussion and check the response. 
          One error, if you can call it that, you might want to pass on is the classic Chicago Tribune headline DEWEY DEFEATS TRUMAN. The photo of a jubilant Harry S Truman holding a copy of the Tribune became famous.  The 33-cent postage stamp of the photo is a collector’s item. 

 
The Tribune headline is an example of journalists acting on the basis of hope rather than the evidence.
                

Assignments
Dating/Marrying Others

Does religion figure in the dating preferences of students?  On campuses, half of all Jewish students have one non-Jewish parent. Intermarriage is increasingly common—about a fourth of Catholics marry outside their faith and well over half of Jews marry others.

    Assignment:   Interview students about their views on dating and marriage with those of another faith. Will local/campus priests, ministers, rabbis preside over intermarriage ceremonies? 

ORV’s


More than 43 million off-road vehicles roam the country, many of them on public lands. Many environmental groups contend that the ORV’s are causing serious damage. The Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance contends, “For years, ORV abuses have been widely considered to be among the most pressing issues in public land management.”  Yet, the Bureau of Land Management is lax in protecting “natural resources, archaeological sites and other recreational uses from ORV’s,” says the Alliance.


Assignment: Have ORV’s had any impact on public lands in your state? If so, what is being done about this?




Majors


Here are some figures for undergraduate majors in the U.S.  Compare them with those at your school and give the reasons for the largest and the smallest numbers:


   Major            Percent


Business
     20 



Health

     16



Education               9



Computer science   6



English
        1.6



History                    1.3




Cars on Campus


How does your school cope with the number of cars on campus?

Are parking lots sufficient? Are all students allowed to park on school lots? 

Does the school charge students for campus parking?  How many cars are registered now compared to five, ten years ago?


Some schools are promoting bicycles.  One university gives students rent-free bikes.  Does your school encourage the use of bicycles? 
Discussion

Good Quotes—Why?

Ask your students: What makes these quotations stand out?

Poirot twinkled.



--Agatha Christie


Old age should burn and rage at close of day.



--Dylan Thomas

“Classic”—A book which people praise 

        and don’t read.



--Mark Twain


Sacred cows make the tastiest hamburger.



--Abbie Hoffman


You don’t need a weatherman to know 

        which way the wind is blowing.



--Bob Dylan


I know only that what is moral is what you feel

        good after and what is immoral is what you feel

        bad after.



--Ernest Hemingway


The natural and proper timidity and delicacy

        which belongs to the female sex evidently unfits

        it for many of the occupations of civil life.



--Supreme Court Justice Joseph

                            B. Bradley in an 1873 ruling 



    that women are not constitutionally



    entitled to practice law.

 Write or Ditch?
Nicholas D. Kristof, a columnist for The New York Times, posed three

ethical problems. You might pose these hypothetical cases and ask students for 

their responses.




Chemicals


You discover that the police have seized barrels of chemicals from a group of 

young foreign men living in town and are questioning them on suspicion of planning to poison the local reservoir. The men’s lawyer pleads with you to write nothing, saying that 

the matter will be cleared up and that publicity would exacerbate anti-foreign prejudices

and make it impossible for them to remain in the community.


Do you write about it?


Kristof: Yes. The risk to the reservoir is such a serious health concern

that it demands coverage.




Ramsey Murder Suspect


You find that police have a new suspect in the JonBenet Ramsey case and 

are interrogating him repeatedly.  A friendly cop lets you peek at the man’s file.  The 

man’s wife calls up frantically to beg you not to go public, saying that an article would set off a media feeding frenzy that would permanently traumatize their three children.


Do you break the story about this suspect?


Kristof:  No. The case is titillating but doesn’t involve serious public policy concerns (though any cable TV channel would break the story in a heartbeat).




Sexual Misconduct


You learn that the local high school girls’ basketball coach has been 

repeatedly accused of sexual misconduct and has left three previous schools 

under a cloud of suspicion.  The school authorities seem paralyzed and are encouraging 

the teacher to move again before the next school year, but the police have not been

involved. The coach says he is leaving the area and probably teaching.  He pleads

with you to let the matter drop and hints that a scandal might drive him to kill

himself.


Do you write anything?


Kristof: Yes. The school system has failed  and news coverage may be the 

only corrective oversight.
 


Worth Quoting



We Get No Respect

The difference between what is asked of students at selective colleges or in honors or engineering programs, say, and what is asked of those marking time at State U., majoring in communications or sports management, is almost incalculable.





--Charles McGrath

                


An Informed Public

We’re probably only at the beginning of digital technologies and the fragmentation of the media and media markets and audiences rather than even at the middle of it. How it will evolve, I don’t consider myself an expert.  But it’s going to pose interesting problems for having an informed public in a democracy, which to me has always been the core of what I like to think that good journalism is about. …If you don’t have that informed public, it’s pretty hard to think of sustaining a democratic

and free society.





--Henry Bienen





Epitaph


The prevalence or scarcity of newspapers in a country affords a sort of index to its social state. Where journals are numerous, the people have power, intelligence and wealth; where journals are few, the many are in reality mere slaves.





--Charles Dickens
Education Defined


The inculcation of the incomprehensible into the indifferent by the incompetent.





--John Maynard Keynes





Old-Time Reporter


Steve (Dunleavy) is one of the three people in America who loves Rupert Murdoch.  In a time of listless reporting, he climbed stairs.  And he wrote simple declarative sentences that people could read, as opposed to those 52-word gems that moan, “I went to college. I went to graduate school college.  Where do I put the period?”




--Jimmy Breslin




Campus Problems


The three major administrative problems on campus are sex for the students, athletics for the alumni, and parking for the faculty.





--Robert  Hutchins
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