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Teaching a Journalism of Conscience

The Necessity for Journalists to Speak Out


In their first reporting and writing class, students usually

are presented with the elements that make a situation newsworthy:

impact or importance, prominence, timeliness, conflict, the unusual,

proximity, currency (a long-simmering situation erupts). To these 

sacred seven I would add an eighth: necessity.


If the journalistic enterprise can be defined--and defended--

as a public service endeavor, then necessity, the felt need of the journalist

to speak out, is essential to its practice and should be included in the 

instruction of its fundamentals.  Borrowing from Harvey Swados’s

excellent book Years of Conscience, we might call this area of

reporting, the journalism of conscience.
Without this element added to the traditional seven elements,

students are denied an insight into much of the best in our past--

the work of Lincoln Steffens, Ray Stannard Baker, Jacob Riis,

Upton Sinclair, Ida Tarbell--and the journalism of some of our best 

reporters at work today. 


Swados said that from 1902 to 1912 “something exhilarating

happened to American journalism…honesty and compassion…honesty

in pushing the investigation of corporate and governmental corruption...

compassion for the suffering and exploited millions…Seldom if ever

has the craft of journalism more responsibly served the individual 

conscience and the national interest.”




 Layer I Journalism


Necessity may have taken on a parallel meaning for today’s

journalists--the need to meet the demands of the 21-35-year-old

media consumers.  Accustomed to the passion of the bloggers and 

the crusading of some of the online sites, these readers and viewers

expect mainline media journalists to dig for what they call

“the real story.” (Note: The 2010 Pulitzer Prize jury has awarded

the investigative reporting gold medal to a reporter for ProPublica, 

the first Pulitzer to an online site.) 


Journalists no longer settle for surface reporting, 

for what I call Layer I journalism, the stenographic reporting of 

what sources say they are doing.  Important as this form of journalism 

is --we do need to put on record what our public servants and the captains

of industry say --it is insufficient. Too often, Layer I reporting lends itself

to the purposes of information manipulators.


Today’s journalists are asked to function at deeper levels in their 

truth telling.  They are working in Layer II. 




Layer II Journalism


Layer II journalism consists of enterprise reporting, the 

reporter-initiated digging, the searching for what the radio journalist 

Elmer Davis said is “not only the truth and nothing but the truth, 

but the whole truth.”


The 2010 investigative reporting Pulitzer went to 

Sheri Fink of ProPublica for her expose of the unusual number of

deaths in Memorial Medical Center in  New Orleans following 

Hurricane Katrina four years ago. In her article, Fink wrote:



…the story of what happened in the 

   frantic days when Memorial was cut off 

   from the world has not been fully told. Over


   the past two and a half years, I have obtained


   previously unavailable records and interviewed


   dozens of people who were involved in the 


   events at Memorial and the investigation


   that followed.


Her story, available online from www.propublica.org,

begins with a delayed lead:



The smell of death was overpowering the


   moment a relief worker cracked open one of the


   hospital chapel’s wooden doors. Inside, more than


   a dozen bodies lay motionless on low cots and on


   the ground, shrouded in white sheets.  Here, a


   wisp of gray hair peeked out.  There, a knee was


   flung akimbo.  A pallid hand reached across


   a blue gown.




Layer III Journalism

Increasingly, journalists are digging still deeper in their 

determination to inform the public. They are encouraged by their

editors to provide the meaning of the information they report.  Some

call this interpretive journalism. 

    
Davis said the journalist “must walk a tightrope between 

two great gulfs--on one side the false objectivity that takes everything 

at face value and lets the public be imposed on by the charlatan 

with the most brazen front; on the other, the interpretive reporting 

which fails to  draw the line between objective and subjective, between a

reasonably well-established fact and what the reporter wishes

were the fact.  To say that is easy; to do it is hard.  No wonder

 that too many fall back on the incontrovertible objective fact

that the Honorable John P. Hoozis said, colon quote—and never

mind whether he was lying or not.”


The CNN anchor Campbell Brown describes the journalist’s 

task of truth-telling this way:



So when you have Candidate A saying the sky is


  blue and Candidate B saying it’s a cloudy day, I should


  be able to tell my viewers, “Candidate A is wrong.


  Candidate B is right.”  And not have to say, ‘Well,


  you decide.’



That would be like I’m an idiot.  And I’d be


  treating the audience like idiots.

What is News?

Definitions Past and Present 
Charles a. Dana, publisher of the New York Sun from 1869 to 1897, 

said “news is anything that interests a large part of the community and has 

never been brought to its attention before.” One of Dana’s editors, John 

B. Bogart, defined Dana’s definition: “When a dog bits man, that’s not

news because it happens so often.  But if a man bits a dog, that’s news.”  

(We might put Bogart’s definition under one of our current definitions

--the unusual.)


Jump to the 1930s and listen to Stanley Walker, the 

City editor of The New York Herald Tribune, whose definition 

is the classic Three W’s: “women, wampum and wrongdoing.”

Today’s editors would describe this as sex, money and crime,

still a useful guide to what makes news.  An editor I know

updated Walker with the three M’s: “medicine, money and

mayhem.” Medicine?  “That’s a nod to the growing numbers of 

older readers interested in health,” he said.

In the 1970s, Av Westin, the executive producer of ABC’s 

“Evening News,” offered definitions that seem relevant today.

He said Americans want the news to answer these 

questions:



*Is the world safe?



*Are my home and family safe?



*If they are safe, then what has happened


    in the last 24 hours to make them better off/



*Is my pocketbook safe?


Westin’s questions seem pertinent today.


More broadly, I suggest two guidelines about what 

constitutes news that incorporate Westin’s concerns and Dana’s

and Walker’s urgency:



+News is information about a break from


    the normal flow of events, an interruption  in the


    expected, a deviation from the norm.



+News is information people can use to


    help them make sound decisions about their lives.

      




                                                                                                                                               Synonym Search
Asserted…Declared…Remarked…Pointed Out


Writers don’t like to repeat words in their news stories

or features. They are particularly averse to repeating the word

said. In an interview story, they will have a source report or affirm, 
occasionally utter or declare, even state, profess, allege, announce.

Young reporters are especially prone to fish for synonyms

for said.  When Michael Gartner, a veteran editor and publisher, was
breaking in at The Wall Street Journal he had a run-in with one of

the news editors, Bill Kreger, over attribution.


Gartner says Kreger taught him an unforgettable lesson. 

When Kreger would spot a “he laughed,” “he sputtered,”

“he grimaced,” he would call Gartner or the other miscreant to

his desk 


“Laugh me this sentence,” Kreger would say.  “Sputter me 

this sentence.” “Grimace me this sentence.”


Then Kreger would make the copy read, “he said.”

 Elmore Leonard, described by some critics 

as the country’s foremost crime writer, issued “10 Rules of Writing.” 

Rule No. 1: Never use a verb other than “said” to carry dialogue.”  

The mystery writer Stephen King had five suggestions 

for aspiring writers.  One of the five: “Use said and says for attributing 

in dialogue.”

Synonym Search (II)

Newsroom Tale 


The newsroom story goes this way:



    The correspondent in Costa Rica was writing a 


    
 feature about the problems growers were having on

             their banana plantations. 


     Looking over his copy before filing it

             to his editor in Chicago, he noticed that the 

             word banana appeared in just about every 

             other sentence.
     
     That wouldn’t do, he decided, and in 

             place of the fourth banana he wrote:


      The excessive rains this month

             are blamed by exporters as one reason

             for the decline in the crop of the elongated
             yellow fruit.

   
In some newsrooms, editors would shout, “Elongated 

yellow fruit” at reporters who fished too deeply for a synonym

for said. 

Athletes as Models
Little-Known Stories of Players…and their Children

   
A dozen years ago, Sports Illustrated checked on the 

extra-curricular activities of players in the National Basketball

Association.  The result, “NBA All-Paternity Team,” listed

some of the league’s star players as the fathers of illegitimate 

children: Patrick Ewing, Juwan Howard, Shawn Kemp,

Jason Kidd, Gary Payton and Scottie Pippen.  Most fathered

several children by multiple women.   Kemp was said to be 

paying $6,000 a month for the support of each of his seven children.

A player agent said, “I’d say there might be more kids out 

of wedlock than there are players in the NBA.”  NBA players are not the 

only athletes in the impregnation derby, though they seem “to have the greatest

number of cases,” Sports Illustrated said.

 
“Among professional athletes, out-of-wedlock births are epidemic,” 

a sports writer says. Not that the births and paternity suits have been sports page 

staples. You have to scour the Internet to find the names of a Super Bowl 

quarterback, an All Star infielder, some World Series pitchers, and the NFL 

star with 10 children by nine women (one woman had twins).

Times may be changing, though. When the New York Jets recently

traded for cornerback Antonio Cromartie, reporters wrote that he had 

seven children by five or six mothers (the stories had both numbers) in five 

different states.  The Jets paid him an advance on his salary so he could

meet his paternity payments.  He still faces several paternity suits. 




Report or Hush Up?


Early in his career with the Chicago Bulls basketball team,

Michael Jordan asked reporters not to reveal that he had a child

since he was not married at the time. They went along, said Robert Blau

then the associate managing editor for projects and investigations at the 

Chicago Tribune. “They liked him,” Blau said.  “And they needed

him.  


“There’s a healthy debate to be had over whether the out-of-

wedlock child born to a basketball player, even a superstar, is newsworthy.

It certainly has nothing to do with performance on the court. But given 

Jordan’s carefully choreographed image, the information might

have been useful in assessing him,” Blau said.  He continued:


“Protecting sources and currying their favor so they will remain

sources, whether in a sweaty locker room or a swank boardroom, too

easily crosses the line from common sense to conspiracy, cheating

the public and betraying the truth.”


Discussion: Is this subject (out-of-wedlock fatherhood) newsworthy, 

or would coverage be an intrusion in the personal lives of athletes? 

John Wayne Replaces Thomas Jefferson

Texas Ideologues Rewrite History Textbooks

Once again, the Texas state board that recommends textbook content for 

the state’s 4.7 million public school students has made mischief. It has looked 

at social studies textbooks and found them too liberal. The elected Board, which

consists of  ten Republicans and five Democrats, listed a hundred changes it 

wants made in the textbooks the state adopts for use in elementary to high school

classes.

The changes range from the silly to the serious: It wants the word

capitalism purged and replaced by the free-enterprise system, and because 

Thomas Jefferson coined the phrase separation of church and state, the 

board purged him from among those whose writings inspired the country’s political

revolutions.  It adds John Wayne to the list of patriotic heroes and Rush Limbaugh

to those who have made historic contributions to civic life.  It wants more

attention to the presidency of Ronald Reagan and wants students to study

Jefferson Davis’s inaugural address alongside Abraham Lincoln’s.


Board member Don McLeroy said the current standards “are rife

with leftist political periods and events; the populists, the progressives, the

New Deal and the Great Society.”  He and nine other Board members 

approved the new guidelines.


Nothing new here.  The Texas Board of Education has a long history

of tampering with textbook contents. The board’s handwork has in the past led to 

its condemnation by editorial writers in the state and elsewhere.  It would be

an interesting project to check media response to the Board’s latest purge.

(See Assignments below.)




    Long History

                                                

           Jeffrey Mirel, who holds a chair in education at the University of

Michigan, says, “Since at least the time of the Scopes trial, publishing 

companies have been sanitizing textbooks in response to pressure groups.” 

Texas textbook meddling has a long history. In 1974, the Board of Education

sounded the bugle call for respect for certain values in textbooks: 



Textbook content shall promote citizenship

     
   and understanding of the essentials and benefits


   of the free enterprise system, emphasize patriotism


   and respect for recognized authority, and promote


   respect for individual rights…shall not contain


   material which serves to undermine authority.


The ’74 guidelines singled out biology textbooks for attention.

It stipulated that textbooks identify the theory of evolution  

“as only one of the explanations of the origins of  humankind”…

that the theory of evolution be presented “in a manner which 

is not detrimental  to other theories of  origin”…that textbooks 

that treat evolution substantively “shall be edited, if necessary,

to clarify that the treatment is theoretical rather factually verifiable….” 

In the 1980s, the Board decided that biology textbooks did 

not have to mention Charles Darwin or evolution.


     Publishers Bow to Texas

Because Texas selects a few textbooks in each study field,

and because it spends around a hundred million dollars a year 

buying textbooks, publishers listen when the Board of Education

proclaims. The consequences: Biology textbooks downplayed or ignored

evolution…a dictionary publisher expunged words that the Board’s 

advisers found unacceptable and four major publishers pulled 

Shirley Jacksons’s well-known short story “The Lottery” from 

anthologies following objections from the  Board’s advisers.


Fritz Fischer, chairman of the National Council for 

History Education, said of the current standards, “The books that 

are altered to fit the standards become the bestselling books, and

therefore within the next two years they’ll end up in other classrooms.” 


David Eggenschwiler, a professor emeritus of English at 

the University of Southern California, says his wife, who has been a 

senior social science textbook editor for a major publisher, long complained

about the ideological requirements of the Texas Board of Education,

especially since Texas, a major textbook buyer, has influenced the 

content of books for other states.  

“The worst part of these actions by elected officials is that while scorning 

academicians as liberals, the board has decided to rewrite standard American

history to suit its partisan values, to teach history as it thinks it should 

have been,” he said.


Paul S. Boyer, emeritus professor of history at the University

of Wisconsin-Madison, said if the publisher of his U.S. history textbook

made changes to comply with the Board’s recommendations he would be 

uncomfortable endorsing his own book. 


     
                Coverage


Though many states issue guidelines for textbook adoption, little

media attention is given to the process and the results...until the excesses

lead to court action challenging mandated instruction in creationism in 

science classes….or the revelation that a state (Texas) could not adopt a 

dictionary for students in English classes because the Board banned 

dictionaries that contain profane words, which reliable dictionaries do define. 

Textbook Folo: Assignments


Here are two assignments for your students.


1.  Several states have a history of textbook tampering.

During a 12-month period 1981-82, legislation was introduced in 11

states to mandate instruction in creationism in science classes, and such

laws were adopted in Arkansas and Louisiana.  Though a federal 

court decision tossed the teaching of  “creation science” out of biology 

classrooms, advocates of biblical inerrancy continue to advocate what

their opponents call the “Genesis creation myth.”  What is the situation

in your state regarding evolution in biology textbooks? 


2. Have local editorial writers and other opinion makers 

commented about the new Texas textbook requirements?  Ann Coulter, 

a conservative commentator, lauds them as “mighty reasonable.”  The 

History News Network asked, “Why is Texas afraid of Thomas Jefferson?”

Time Out for Laughter

Turtle Flees…Duck Refuses Treatment…Missing Wife…


Through the years, reporters have used police reports to lighten

their daily display of toil and trouble.  Here are some gems from the

annals of police reporting:



Dog attack--Lower Duck Pond, Lithia Park,


      Ashland: Police responded to a report of two


     dogs running loose and attacking ducks at about


     11:20 a.m. Sunday.



The office cited a resident for the loose dogs.


     The ducks refused medical treatment and left the


     area. 



3:56 p.m.—Dispatch, report of Swanson


     chicken pot-pie running east on Clay Street.



12:22 p.m.—A cellular caller reported  a


     large snapping turtle in the roadway at Elm


     Street and Crescent Road. The turtle fled

     
     undetected.



Gone—An Edgewood man reported recently


     that his wife had gone missing some 18 months ago.



2:58 p.m.—The Learning Center on Hanson 


     Street reports a man across the way stands at his


     window for hours watching the center, making


     parents nervous. Police ID’ed the subject as a


     cardboard cutout of Arnold Schwarzenegger.



1:33 p.m., Sonoma—A man came to the 


     Sheriff’s Department to “find out how to 


     legally kill” a person who was harassing him.




Class Discussion

               Home Births—Theorizing

 
The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services reports that in 

a recent year .59 percent of all births took place at home.  This is an increase

of almost 4 percent from the previous year. The states with the highest

percentages of such births in a recent year are:



Vermont--------2.37



Montana--------2.28



Arizona---------1.87



Oregon----------1.69



Pennsylvania-- 1.61



Idaho------------1.50



Wisconsin------1.43



Washington----1.35



Utah-------------1.25



Nevada---------1.12



Colorado-------1.05


As you know, one of the important points to get across to reporting

students is that they should start theorizing about the lead to their story

as soon as possible.  This approach allows reporters to focus their reporting on

relevant comments and actions.  Of course, if their reporting does not 

bear out their theory, they drop it and substitute another.


You might have your students look at the figures above and speculate about

why some women give birth at home.


Here are some reasons the Department suggests:



  *Women in rural areas may not have access to

 

a hospital birth.  (Montana, Idaho, Utah?)



   *Cultural factors and personal preferences may



influence women. (Vermont, Oregon?)



   *Some women may prefer a low-intervention



birth “in a familiar environment surrounded  by 



family and friends.”



   *Cost may be a factor.



                         Worth Quoting




Deep Reading
Perhaps…from our hyperactive, data-stoked minds will spring a golden 

age of intellectual discovery and universal wisdom.  Then again, the Net 

isn’t the alphabet, and although it may replace the printing press, it produces 

something altogether different.  The kind of deep reading that a sequence of

printed pages promotes is valuable not just for the knowledge we 

acquire from the author’s words but for the intellectual vibrations 

those words set off within our own minds.  In the quiet spaces opened up by 

the sustained, undistracted reading of a book, or by any other act of contemplation, 

for that matter, we make our own associations, draw our own inferences and 

analogies, foster our own ideas. Deep reading, as Maryanne Wolf argues, 

is indistinguishable from deep thinking.

                                                --Nicholas Carr 

 

                              Working-class Insecurity
            Safe streets, successful marriages, cultural solidarity and vibrant religious and 

civic institutions make working-class Americans more likely to be wealthy, healthy 

and upwardly mobile.  Public disorder, family disintegration, cultural fragmentation and 

civic and religious disaffection, on the other hand, breed downward mobility and financial 

strain—which in turn breeds further social dislocation, in a vicious cycle 

that threatens to transform a working  class into an underclass.

                                                --Ross Douthat and Reihan Salam  

 

                                              The Teacher
            Finally, in reality it all comes down to the teachers. However brilliant the 

“curriculum frameworks” and however scholarly the textbooks, what the teachers 

do with them is most of the game. 

                                                --Theodore R. Sizer

 




           
 Obit
 

              After I depart this vale, if you remember me and have thought 
to please my ghost, forgive some sinner and wink your eye at a homely girl.                          

                                     --H.L Mencken

            

                                                Informed by the Web?
            I’ve worried aloud that the polarization and glorification of polemic 

on the Web makes it easier for readers to feel informed without  ever 

encountering information that contradicts their prejudices or obliges them

to think for themselves.


               --Bill Keller





Columnist

He wrote a column. Therefore he was entitled to engage in opinion.

But the opinion was based on reporting. When he did express it, he had 

a knack for not saying it and letting the reader say it, which was, again

based on the reporting.




--Pete Hamill on Jimmy Breslin





Question


The question is not whether Internet journalism will be dominant

but whether it will maintain the quality of the best print journalism. In

the end, it is not the delivery system that counts, but what it delivers.




--Harold Evans
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                                  Note
 

If you have not received a complimentary copy of

     the twelfth edition of  News Reporting and Writing, let me know.
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