       Update XLI
The Journalist’s Tasks

The Pathways to Good Journalism

In the Winter 2007 issue of Nieman Reports, the British journalist David Randall lists the tasks of the journalist:

keeping people informed of elected and appointed


  officials’ activities;



investigating what the powerful usually prefer to 


  keep out of public view;



giving voice to those who lack an effective one;



providing an arena for debate, communicating 


  back to officials how citizens feel;



finding information about extraordinary circumstances;



holding a mirror up to society, correcting misconceptions,


  showing people how others lead their lives;



giving information to help readers live, travel, consume



  and engage with what is of interest to them;


  
providing entertainment and, most crucially of all, 

  supplanting rumor.

Reporting Basics

The Three Layers of Reporting
The issue before the city council was important, one of the most controversial matters to face the council this year.  But one member was not there.  This was not novel for Helen Foster; she had one of the worst attendance records on the council, the city hall reporter knew. He decided to look deeper into the reason Councilwoman Foster missed this particular meeting.  His reporting illustrates what I call the Layers of Reporting.



     Layer I
 The reporter, Ray Rivera of The New York Times, described the issue before the council and reported Councilwoman Foster’s absence and the fact that she was a frequent absentee.  This factual reporting of the record is what I call Layer I reporting.  It consists of citing records, reporting speeches and news conferences, statements made during interviews, rewriting news releases.  You can find Layer I reporting in the stories about police arrests, jury verdicts, the week’s menu for elementary school children, the mayor’s talk to the Kiwanis Club, traffic accidents, obituaries
This kind of reporting is the bedrock of journalism. It gives people basic information about what is going on in their communities. Councilwoman Foster told Rivera she was absent because she was attending to an important matter on the West Coast.




Layer II


Today’s journalists are trained to move beyond Layer I reporting whenever possible, to provide background, to seek corroborating or conflicting material, to verify assertions. 

Rivera wondered what important matters on the West Coast kept Councilwoman Foster from attending the meeting.  Here are some sections from Rivera’s story.  I am underlining the Layer II material.


After some prodding, she hesitantly acknowledged that she had 

    been in Las Vegas, where, she said, a family member had received a


    community service award. …
Ms. Foster said that weather had delayed her flight, but when asked

     for her itinerary, she declined to provide details, including the name of

     of the airline, the flight number or the scheduled time of arrival.  The name 

     of the family member who received the award was also off limits, she said.

Rivera asked Foster if she was aware of the date of the vote on the issue. She tells him she “wasn’t sure the council was going to vote on Monday.” Then he writes that Council members had been told ahead of time to “reserve the date.”  





Layer III


In the third tier of reporting, the journalist analyzes the Layers I and II reporting, its significance, the causes and consequences of the reported activity.  When the U.S. Senate passed a tax cut bill, the reporter wrote in his lead that the bill is “mostly for the nation’s wealthiest taxpayers.” 

When the New Jersey state legislature passed a bill banning Medicaid for abortions, the reporter noted that the action ignored nine federal court decisions that similar bills were unconstitutional, then went on to write: Approval of the measure reflects the influence of the Catholic Church, which opposes abortion, in New Jersey,  About 55 percent  of the state’s registered voters are Catholic. 


Rivera did not feel it was necessary to move into Layer III.  His digging in Layer II was sufficiently revealing. 
Ignored, then Honored
The Most Famous Sports Photo of Them All

The retirement of Green Bay Quarterback Brett Favre was accompanied by photos of some of his more spectacular plays.  But none match the photo of the aftermath of a football play that the photographer’s newspaper didn’t use.


Photographer  Morris Berman of the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette was assigned to the Pittsburgh-New York Giants game at Pitt Stadium. When the Giants quarterback Y.A. Tittle was battered by a ferocious hit in his end zone, Berman snapped the shutter of his Speed Graphic.  The photo of a balding, bent and bloody Tittle on his knees didn’t please Berman’s editor, who wanted an action shot.

  
But the photo seemed to symbolize the end of a career, and it was chosen the best sports photograph in the National Headliner Award for 1964. Today, it is one of only three pictures that hang in the lobby of the National Press Photographers Association headquarters in Durham, N.C.  The other two: Joe Rosenthal’s flag-raising at Iwo Jima and burning dirigible Hindenburg as it attempted to dock in New Jersey.

(Berman gave me permission to use his photo.  It is on page 442 of my News Reporting and Writing.) 
Trouble at the Gray Lady…and others
Dissident Stockholders Threaten NYTimes Operations
Unhappy investors want the Times to lessen its commitment to the newspaper industry and invest in Internet companies. Two hedge funds have gathered 19 percent of the common shares and have each been given a seat on the board, which gives them considerable leverage, although full control remains with the Sulzberger family.

 The hedge funds want the Times to get rid of The Boston Globe and the smaller of the 15 other newspapers it owns, which they contend drain company profits. The hedge funds also favor the Times selling its minority stake in the Boston Red Sox and its new headquarters building in New York City.  The company’s stock, which once sold at $50 a share, is now around $18. 
The Times is considered the last of the large newspapers controlled by a family that believes in ownership as a public trust. Gone are the Chandlers (Los Angeles), the Ridders of Knight Ridder and the Bancrofts, who sold Dow Jones to Rupert Murdoch recently. 
“Independent, publicly traded American newspapers have lost 42 percent of their market value in  the past three years, according to media entrepreneur Alan Mutter,” Eric Alterman writes in the March 31 New Yorker.  The Times reports that the newspaper industry “endured one of the worst revenue declines on record in 2007, and 2008 is off to an even worst start.” Times advertising revenue in January was down almost 10 percent from January 2007.
Journalism Studies
Intellectual or Trade School Instruction?


A couple of years ago, I asked the directors and deans of a few journalism programs some questions about their courses.  One midwestern dean curtly responded: “We teach communications, not journalism.  We have no practical courses.”  The director of a Pacific Coast school responded similarly. 
This disdain for instruction in the practice of journalism has a deep history.

Those of us with long memories can recall when the head of a lavishly subsidized journalism think tank characterized journalism educators as teaching a trade, not a profession.  We were, he seemed to be saying, training cadres to go out to work with hard hat and lunch pail accompanying pencil and pad.

 These critics of journalism practitioner training never applied the same criteria to the other professional schools--- business, law, education, medicine. Their criticism always had the scent of academic hierarchy, of an attempt to achieve status in the campus pecking order by distancing themselves from reporting, writing and editing courses,. 
Revival


The acrimony seems to have abated in recent years, but an ember from those fiery debates appears to have survived in the Columbia’s journalism dean’s description of the Missouri journalism program as teaching “a practical skill, not an intellectual endeavor.”  Presumably, Columbia’s program is intellectually oriented, although the last time I looked its curriculum included basic courses in reporting and writing. 

                              
Practitioner Instruction

Any good journalism program teaches craft through substance, which means that its students are being as well educated as the history, psychology and literature majors. 
The good journalism program does not overly emphasize the inculcation of a set of technical skills. These necessary skills are seen as tools for the dissemination of information essential to the functioning of a democracy.
 The quality of that information, its utility to the public, depends upon the knowledge the reporter takes to his or her coverage. Journalism educators understand that reporting is not done in an intellectual vacuum.  Journalism is the application of knowledge, disciplined thinking and a set of skills to ideas and events of importance.
No-Saying Pharmacists: A Folo

Wisconsin Court: Druggists Must Dispense Birth Control Pills


An assignment in Update XL suggested students check local drug stores to see whether any pharmacists refuse to dispense birth control pills. A sociologist had found that a number of pharmacists will not fill prescriptions on “moral or religious grounds.”


In March, a state appeals court in Wisconsin upheld sanctions the state Pharmacy Examining Board had issued against a pharmacist who refused to dispense birth control pills on religious grounds. The court stated that the pharmacist had “abandoned even the steps necessary to perform in a minimally competent manner under any standard of care.”  

 The Misplaced Decimal Point

My Math Errors Persisted for Years


 McGraw Hill, has offered my Reporter’s Checklist and Notebook to journalism instructors for many years. The 4X7 handbook contains blank pages for note taking plus a guide to covering 15 types of stories (accidents, courts, crime, fires etc.). Also included is a section called Useful Math for Reporters, how to calculate percentages, averages, rates and ratios.


The other day, Ruth Padawer, a reporter for The Record in Hackensack, N.J., called my attention to errors in the math section. As a student at Columbia, Ruth took seriously my point that reporters should check all figures before passing them on to readers.  So seriously that in going over the section on math in the handbook before discussing the journalist’s use of math with her class (she is an adjunct professor at Columbia), she discovered bloopers in the section on percentages.

Look at what I did in the section on crime data:



3,700 divided by 13,025 = 24.625

And in the illustration on United Fund donations:



22,000 divided by 186,000 =11.827
As Ruth pointed out, the decimal point should be two places to the left-- ..24625 and .11827.  And that is how the next edition of the Reporter’s Checklist and Notebook will read…plus the next step the reporter takes, moving the decimal point two places to the right to make percentages.
Assignments



Course Aid

Some schools ask their faculty members to use the school Web site to post their syllabi, book lists, course descriptions and, once classes start, to list grades and class announcements.

What’s the practice at your school?




Fraternities and Sororities

After a long period of decline or no growth on many campuses, fraternities and sororities are reported to be increasing membership on many campuses. 
What is the situation at your school?




Study Abroad

Each year, about 150,000 undergraduates study abroad. In popularity, Great Britain ranks first, followed by Italy, Spain, France and Australia.  How many students from your school study abroad, and what are the countries they visit?
     


       Worth Quoting



The Curriculum

Our alumni journalists are concerned more about whether our students master substantive knowledge than they are with how students master technology.  Alumni believe they should be learning more about world and American history, how the economy and business decisions affect social and political behavior, and media ethics and media law.




--Jean Folkerts




 Journalism Student Knowledge--Nil

In recent years I have administered a dumbed-down quiz on current events and history. …  Initially, I worried that its simplicity would insult them, but my fears were unfounded.  The results have been, well, horrifying.




--Ted Gup
The Journalist

In this we do what every sovereign citizen is supposed to do but has not the time or the interest to do for himself.  This is our job.  It is no mean calling.  We have a right to be proud of it and to be glad that it is our work.



--Walter Lippmann

College Athletics (1)

But on the whole it’s a deplorable system, and we’re probably stuck with it. It’s so entrenched by now and there is so much money at stake, not to mention the ambition and passion of overly influential booster-types, that there is scarcely a college president in America with the nerve or the will to change it.




--Charles McGrath 





College Athletics (2)

           At the core of today’s universal suspicion of college football recruiting is a rich

legacy cluttered with bagmen, loose women and over-zealous, ego-driven boosters, not to.
mention a small army of corrupt politicians.


--Bruce Feldman, Meat Market, Inside the Smash-Mouth World of College Football Recruiting.

The Internet

…and the democratizing influence of the Internet is working to banish expertise altogether, making everyone an authority on everything.




--Michiko Kakutani

Newspapers are dying; the evidence of diminishment in economic vitality, editorial quality, depth, personnel, and the number of papers is everywhere.




--Eric Alterman




First Amendment
The First Amendment should be understood as seeking to facilitate a conversation among ordinary citizens that will encourage their informed participation in the electoral process.




--Stephen Breyer

                                              ##

