 



Update XXXIX

Unanswered Questions

Writing Lapses that Leave the Reader Wondering


Every story we write belongs to a story category—interview, profile, obituary, arrest, trial, etc. And every category has specific requirements. Thus, in a profile, we include the person’s background, age, appearance. And since a profile usually involves

interviewing the person profiled and/or friends and colleagues, our story must include quotations, lots of them. I call these story necessities.  If one is missing, the reader, listener, viewer is upset.


For example, in a 25-inch piece in The New York Times about a priest who admitted “pilfering $1.3 million” from his church and was given a long prison sentence, the priest’s age is missing.  (Pilfering more than a million dollars?) For years, I used in class an Associated Press story about the death of one of the last surviving Civil War veterans. The obit had plenty of detail but lacked his age.

A medical procedure to detect small growths is described in the Times science section. The story says that some research indicates the procedure may be used too often,

that “60 percent of the time ….the patients return for a new colonoscopy sooner than the guidelines called for by the American Gastroenterological Society….”   We read on, expecting to be told how often a colonoscopy should be given.  Three, five, ten years? Nothing. (Five years, possibly ten, I am told.)

A long piece in Business Week describes the success of young entrepreneurs who scraped together $1,000 to start making T-shirts. Fairly soon, they were on track to gross $15 million in sales. As we all know, T-shirts can cost anywhere from a few dollars to $25 or so. The story does not tell us what sales niche the young businessmen occupy.

                
Story Essentials


Years ago, when I worked in California, a general assignment reporter at the San Francisco Chronicle showed me lists he had compiled of the ingredients that should go into various types of stories. He might be sent to interview the winner of a chess tournament in the morning and then in the afternoon cover a symposium on declining sources of fresh water over the world.   He told me that his lists guided him in asking questions so that his stories were fully informative.

Years later, when I had left the newsroom for the classroom, I recovered the original list, modified it considerably and passed it on to my students. Then after watching students struggle with numbers, I added a section, Useful Math for Reporters, that explained how to derive and use percentages, averages, rates and ratios. McGraw Hill took the material, added a hundred or so blank pages and put the works into a spiral notebook, Reporter’s Checklist and Notebook. 
A Flood of Criticism

The Travails of a Textbook Writer


“You need more about covering religion.”


“The textbook is too long.”


“You don’t have enough about story endings.”


“The book is too literate for my students.”


“You don’t have enough about covering labor unions.”


“Delete Walt Whitman. My students have never heard of him.”


“You have too much about old timers like Ernie Pyle”

“Why do you have the same title as the Missouri Group textbook?”


“Some of the pictures are too realistic.”


Before I embark on a new edition of my textbook News Reporting and Writing,

McGraw Hill asks several journalism instructors to assess the current edition and sends me the critiques. Above are some of the more interesting comments. 




Old Timers


I believe that students need to know as much about the morality of journalism as they do about spreadsheets.  They should know about the work of courageous and path-breaking journalists.  I have included the journalism of two southern women from the days of the civil rights struggles, Hazel Brannon Smith, whose Mississippi Delta weekly newspapers were boycotted, bombed and burned, and Mabel Norris Reese, publisher of the Mount Dora (Fla.) on whose lawn a gasoline soaked cross was burned and whose office windows were smeared with large red crosses over the initials KKK.

Smith was invited to join the Citizens’ Council, which used legal, nonviolent tactics to maintain segregation. ‘If a Nigra won’t go along with our thinking on what’s best for the community as a whole,” Smith said a Council member told her, “he’ll simply have his credit turned off.” Smith declined the invitation.  “I dissented by presuming to say that the truth had to be printed.” 

Reese faced similar pressures.  “I was advised time and time again by wiser heads than mine to watch out for the pitfalls of taking a stand,” Reese recalled. “I refused to listen. … I could not have done it any other way.” 


Smith lost her newspapers to a boycott and died penniless. Reese’s paper survived.


As for Ernie Pyle, and the other journalists whose work I quote, these are the men and women whose journalism inspired scores of young journalists and established patterns of reporting and writing that moved journalism out of its he-said, she-said mode.

Book Title


There’s a tale behind the similarity of textbook titles, mine and the Missouri Group’s. Here’s the story: For years, the journalism program at the University of Missouri had used a variety of textbooks, mine included.  A new dean was unhappy with his school’s using a textbook by a member of the Columbia faculty and ordered four of his faculty to write a book Missouri could call its own.


I hadn’t known of the Missouri Group book until an instructor told me that she ordered my book through an online bookseller and was sent the other.  She suggested that I take legal action.  Unfortunately, you cannot copyright a book title.

 

Sensitive Editors

  As any newspaper reader knows, the traditional photo taboos are just about gone.  For years, no newspaper would run the photo of a body.  Today, such photos are common. But the editor of the eleventh edition of my textbook balked at a classic photo of a lynching victim.

She also was unhappy with the photo of a Strip-O-Gram. This showed a bare-buttocked woman delivering a birthday card to a well-known dentist. I used this photo to point out that some limitations still exist—the Wichita newspaper turned down the photo.  

The photos are included in the eleventh edition. But a photo that I considered using does not appear in the textbook. A New York Daily News photographer who covered the World Trade Center bombings sent me his photo of a severed hand.   The News ran the photo ran in one edition only, despite the editor’s feeling that it symbolized the barbarity of the attack. 

In the textbook, I describe the editor’s reason for using the photo. I do allow the textbook reader to call up the photo on the online ancillary, NRW Plus, that accompanies the textbook. 




Maimed Soldier


In gathering material for the new edition, I noticed a photo in The News & Observer of Raleigh, N.C., of a soldier who had lost both legs and his right arm when a bomb exploded under the Humvee in which he was riding near Baghdad. The photo shows him lying on his hospital bed, his wife next to him, cradling the stump of his arm. The picture had been taken shortly after their wedding. 

I asked Melanie Sill, then the executive editor, whether she had received any letters or calls about the photo. None, she said.  “The photograph provides an enduring statement about the human cost of the war and the spirit of those who make sacrifices that few can comprehend,” she told me.  The photos and examples of subject matter and language illustrate the guidelines in judging what is appropriate for use in print and broadast.



Comp Copy Available


If you would like a complimentary copy of the eleventh edition, let me know: mm55@columbia.edu.

Campus Safety

Data from Large Urban Campuses 


Federal law requires colleges and universities to file annual reports about crimes on their campus. Here are the five schools in 2006 with the most on-campus incidents

in four categories:



Forcible Sex


Ohio State

53

Harvard

18


U. So. Cal.

16


Mich.State

14

`
U.Minn.(Twin Cities)
13




Robbery


U.So.Cal.

25


U.Cal.Berkeley
17


Temple

17


Wayne State

16


U. Penn.

15



Aggravated Assault


U. Kentucky

37


Illinois State

25


U. Colo. (Boulder)
16


U. Mich. (Ann Arbor)
14


Western Kentucky
14



Burglary


Ohio State

329


Harvard 

315


U.Minn(Twin Cities)
289


Temple

190


Northwestern

168

You can ask students to look up your campus data and compare it with schools in the same conference: www.ope.ed.gov/security/Search.asp.

What do They Know?

Wide Reading Makes for Informed Reporting and Writing 

“You can’ write if you don’t read.”


I can’t recall when that adage was drilled into me. Probably in grade school. It came back to me when I was at the University of Kansas and a student balked at my weekly Periodical Report, which required students to read an article from a magazine on a list I provided, summarize it and then comment on what they had read.


“Why do we have to read those magazines?” he asked. “Why can’t we read Time and Newsweek?” My list included Harper’s. The Atlantic Monthly, Commonweal, National Review, American Scholar, New Yorker and similar periodicals.


I told my student that I presumed he read the newsweeklies but that those on my list would add to his store of general knowledge, which he would find useful to draw upon as a journalist.


           

A Revealing Quiz


Most of us have seen the results of general knowledge and current events quizzes

journalism instructors give their students. Here’s a sample:



Edward Albee—Hollywood actor




Alzheimers—Imported beer




Louis Armstrong—First man on the moon




Count Basie—Vampire




Fidel Castro—Palestinian leader




Herman Melville—Football player

 Some instructors drive home the necessity of journalism students to be informed by asking their students to name the justices of the Supreme Court of the United States, their state’s U.S. senators, the governor.  





Worth Quoting



Views of Matt Drudge


The Walter Cronkite of his era.




--Mark Halpern, John Harris


The Drudge Report is a kind of existentialist high-wire act.




--Camilia Paglia


He’s a right-wing hack.




--Glenn Greenwald


Matt Drudge is just about the most powerful journalist in America




--Pat Buchanan

A Miscellany

Study Habits to Pass on to Students

*For 8 a.m. classes: Get aerobic exercise before class. It increases oxygen flow to the brain by 20 percent, says David B. Miller of the University of Connecticut..

*Take extensive notes. In a study, instructors took six pages of notes while students averaged three pages.


 *Success is less about native intelligence than good study habits, says Miller.





-0-

Candidates and their Conscience vs. Ambition

The presidential campaigns abound in revelations that candidates who once supported issue X and opposed politician Y, now oppose X and are silent about Y. Your students might find this shocking, Hardly.

You can  recall for your students one of the less admirable political decisions by the revered Dwight Eisenhower. 


On the floor of the U.S. Senate, Indiana Republican William F. Jenner, a follower of Sen. Joseph McCarthy, attacked Gen. George Marshall, who was before the Senate for confirmation as Harry Truman’s secretary of state. Jenner said:



George Marshall is not only willing,


  he is eager to play the role of front man for traitors. The


  truth is this is no new role for him, for General George C.


  Marshall is a living lie.


Many prominent Americans rose to support Marshall. But not Eisenhower, who had served under Marshall in World War II. Ike  was, writes Max Hastings, “conspicuous by silence.”  Eisenhower’s mind, writes Hastings, “was by then fixed upon the presidency.”

                                 
    -0-

  


Professors’ Politics



A study of the political leanings of college professors indicates they are less liberal than most believe. They lean to the center of the political spectrum, especially faculty members under the age of 35.  A study by Harvard and George Mason University professors showed:



Conservative
 9.2%



Liberal
           44.1



Moderate        46.6


The political orientation by age:


Age
Liberal%
Moderate%
Conservative%

       26-35
32.5

60.0

7.5

       36-49
41.5

49.9

8.6

       50-64
49.4

42.7

7.9

       65+
36.9

52.3  
          10.5

Assignment: Conduct a survey on your campus.

