                     Update XIX

 The Wrong Emphasis 
 Reporting Instruction Downgraded





...So the long nightmare won’t really




  be over until journalists ask themselves: what 

 


  we know, when did we know it, and why didn’t 




  we tell the public?

                                                   Paul Krugman, The New York Times
Once again, journalists are faulted for failing to dig deeply, for ignoring the commandments of journalistic practice: Verify assertions. Dig. Question authority. 
Again and again, he-said-she-said journalism is exposed as inadequate for a democracy, which relies on consent of an informed public.  Without a digging, questing journalism, the First Amendment’s guarantee of freedom of speech is just rhetoric. As Supreme Court Justice Stephen Breyer writes in his recently published book Active Liberty: Interpreting Our Democratic Constitution, 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.”  The fulcrum for this “informed participation” is the informed journalist whose reporting peels away the layers of artifice, obfuscation and hype.
And yet we hear little about instruction in reporting.  Our seminars and publications are given over to discussions of how best to teach writing and how to unlock the treasures the computer holds for us.  One well-known writing coach, who has influenced a number of journalism programs, says, “Reporting is easy.  Writing is difficult.”  And a much-used journalism textbook is promoted as emphasizing writing techniques, not “just reporting.” 


Journalism Graduates Unprepared

    Journalism graduates assigned to cover city government, the courts and police, education, politics and other topical and geographical beats find they must engage in catch-up learning.  They are pleased with their ability to fashion a lead and to write clearly, but they say they are woefully unprepared for the subject matter of their beats. Unfortunately, journalism educators have not been listening. 

 I have heard no talk of just what a journalist-in-training should know before he or she is credentialed by a journalism program, what general and specific knowledge the student should possess. Should the journalism curriculum include a set of course-specific requirements: a foreign language, mathematics and statistics, a physical and social science, American history, municipal government?


No Discussion 
Instead, we are hearing about technology and, most recently rebuilding programs around “convergence,” a writing technique. To some of us, this is a misguided, if not dangerous, direction for journalism education. Misguided because it takes journalism education further down the wrong road—the emphasis on writing techniques at the expense of education in subject matter.  Dangerous because it bolsters the criticism of journalism education that it does not deserve university status because it smacks of trade-school education

At the recent AEJMC conference, an attempt was made to discuss the curricular shift to an emphasis on convergence journalism instruction, I have been told. The instructor seeking a discussion said colleagues clearly were not interested in discussing, much less challenging the conversion. 
Large Classes=Low-Grade Instruction
Journalism Students Affected

What is the optimum size of a writing class? Years ago, the provost at Columbia University, Jacques Barzun, asked me and I replied that I found a dozen to be the maximum for satisfactory instruction.  Barzun slapped his hands together.  “Just so,” he said. “The Old Testament says seven to eleven for the best size of a group.”

Recently, I asked journalism students at Iowa State University the size of their English composition classes.  Most students said they were in classes of about 25.  I wondered how their instructors could read weekly writing assignments, which I presumed were required of freshman comp students. No, they said, they were asked to write perhaps three or four times during the semester. Their instructors, graduate English students, were busy with their own work, the students told me. The students knew they were being short changed, that their classes did not prepare them for college-level writing.



Small Classes Best
 This unrest is widespread. In an article in the November 3 New York Review of Books, “The Truth About the Colleges,” Andrew Hacker writes that a study of 110,000 undergraduates found that student satisfaction with their professors was lowest at large schools with large classes, highest at small schools with small classes.

Hacker quotes a finding by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching that “seven of eight candidates for a BA or BS are enrolled in campuses where the work of devoted teachers is rarely rewarded, and prestige and high salaries are conferred on professors who concentrate on their research, graduate seminars, publications, and reputations. As Stanley Katz, a professor of public affairs at Princeton, sees it, they are dominated by ‘faculties for whom thoughtful consideration of undergraduate education is simply not on the agenda.’” 


Journalism Classes Suffer


The result of second-rate freshman English instruction is poorly prepared journalism students.  The first-year reporting and writing class too often begins with three to five weeks of catch-up grammar, punctuation and other writing fundamentals despite (or perhaps because of) the freshman composition course. 


An overlooked consequence is the stultifying effect of this remedial instruction for first-year journalism students.  Anxious to jump into the excitement of reporting, they are forced to sit through high school-level lectures on subject-verb agreement, the proper use of commas and quotation marks and the ways adverbs and adjectives work…and don’t work. 



         Freshman Comp Taught by Journalism Instructors?

I asked a colleague whose program devotes five weeks to catch-up instruction about a way out of the mess.  He recalled that one journalism program years ago had been given the task of teaching English composition, an experiment that was successful until the journalism faculty broke down under the load.  “Why not set aside a few freshman comp courses for students intending to major in journalism, and why not have these courses taught by the journalism faculty?” he said.
A Growing Trend
The Gospel on the Playing Field


The New York Times reports that “football is increasingly becoming a more visible home for the Gospel.” In the past year more than 2,000 college football coaches participated in events sponsored by the Fellowship of Christian Athletes, which said that more than 1.4 million athletes and coaches from youth to professional levels had attended in 2005, up from 500,000 in 1990.


The front-page story by Joe Drape quotes Florida State football coach Barry Bowden, “Most parents want their boys to go to church. I’ve had atheists, Jews Catholics and Muslims play for me, and I’ve never not started a boy because of his faith.  I’m Christian, but all religions have some kind of commandments, and if kids would obey them, the world would be a better place.”

“But,” the story continues, “others raise concerns about separation of church and state.” Drape quotes Barry W. Lynn, executive director of Americans United for Separation of Church and State, “This is a lawsuit waiting to happen, and I believe university administrators are playing a game of chicken.  But eventually, you got to believe that one kid is going to say, ‘I’ve had enough,’ and step forward.

“The problem inherently is the hierarchal nature of the player-coach relationship where the coach is all-powerful. Team members want face time and playing time.  And if they don’t go along with what the coach offers, they fear that they will become second-string players.”


                    Supreme Court Action


“In 2000, the United States Supreme Court reaffirmed its decision against officially sponsored prayer in public schools in a case involving Santa Fe, Tex., where prayers preceded high school football games over the public address system,” Drape writes

But the 6-3 decision has not stemmed the religious orientation of many coaches. Drape quotes Bowden as saying, “I want my boys to be saved.”



     A Challenging Folo


This is the kind of situation that should excite journalism students, I would think

They could find out what the situation is on their campus, gather comments from coaches, players, faculty and the administration.  Student newspaper reporters could ask student journalists on campuses in the state and in the conference about the situations there.


Yes, this is volatile. “God has long played a prominent role in the game’s mythology,” Drape writes, and fans apparently support the mix of religion and sports. 
Background to an Education Battle
Darwinian Evolution Defined


“There have been repeated recent attempts in Minnesota, New Mexico, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Arkansas and Kansas to make the study of challenges to evolutionary biology part of the mandated public school science curriculum,” Richard Lewontin writes in the Oct. 20 issue of The New York Review of Books.  Lewontin, the Alexander Agassiz Research Professor at Harvard, defines Darwinian evolution:



Darwinism is a population-based theory consisting


of three claims. First, there is variation in some characteristics


among individuals in a population. Second, that variation is

 heritable. That is, offspring tend to resemble their biological

parents more than they do unrelated  individuals. In modern Darwinism

the mechanism of that inheritance is information about development

that is contained in the genes that are passed from parent to 

offspring. Third, there are different survival and reproduction

rates among individuals carrying different variants  of a 
characteristic, depending on the environment inhabited by the 

carriers.  That is the principle of natural selection. The

consequence of differential reproduction of individuals with

different inherited variants is that the population becomes

richer over generations in some forms and poorer in others.

The population evolves. 

Passive Instructors
Wanted:  Discussion and Debate 

A query about an investigative reporting procedure was recently posted on the journalism educators listserv. To date, there have been three responses a query about the competences a journalism graduate should be able to present to an employer resulted in zero comments. As those of you familiar with this listserv no doubt know, a query about movies with journalists in major roles, or a query about a grammatical point will elicit a dozen responses. 


The absence of spirited discussion extends to our publications.  The two major quarterlies are content to publish research and book reviews.   Neither has a letters column. Are there no issues that excite journalism educators? 
 For starters, what about the enrollment-driven journalism programs whose students, as one instructor put it. “do not read or follow current events, are not interested in careers on newspapers, cannot write, spell, punctuate or use grammar correctly, and who seek the ‘fun’ of writing commentary and personal essays but not the hard work of reporting news?”  Should higher admission standards should be set for journalism students?   Would these standards turn away the student who wrote of the “poultry amounts” in a story about education funding? And postpone or deny admission to the 

students who have never heard of Roe vs. Wade?  
Students Lack Interest in Journalism
AEJMC Panelists Suggest Solutions

Gene Burd, University of Texas-Austin, chaired a panel in San Antonio whose participants lamented the dwindling enthusiasm of students to practice journalism.  The panelists also were alarmed by their students lack of preparation for journalism studies. 


The panel, sponsored by the Committee of Retired Faculty (CORF),  included Jay Friedlander (South Florida), Ray Laakaniemi (Tiffin), Russell Shain (Arkansas State), Randall Sumpter (Texas A&M) and Burd.


Burd reports that the panelists suggested ways to arrest the “erosion of journalism in the mass communications curriculum,” the title of the panel. The remedies include:



*More student internships.



*A renewed look at teacher use of the campus newspaper.



*Journalists as teachers in residence.



*Assignment of the best teachers to teach writing courses.



*Higher salaries after graduation.



*More teacher enthusiasm and support for student interest in the new

           Internet and Web technologies.

Assignments



 Class Size


What is the size of freshman composition classes on your campus?  (See Journalism Students Affected above.)  Interview instructors, students and department heads for their comments.




Activist Scientists

A growing number of scientists have become politically engaged.  They are concerned about global warming, the loss of biological diversity, deforestation and other issues affecting the global environment, science education and public policies utilizing science.  The Union of Concerned Scientists since 1969 has engaged in seeing to it that public policies are based on the best available science, and recently a number of scientists have spoken out about the movement to place intelligent design in the biology curriculum.

. 
Interview members of the campus science faculty:  Are scientists obligated to speak out on public issues that are science-related?



Enrollment Breakdown


Asians make up less than 4 percent of the college-age population but are a fast-growing percentage of those enrolled in college, especially in the top-ranking institutions.  Andrew Hacker reports in the Nov. 3 issue of The New York Review of Books that Asians make up 35 percent of the undergraduates at MIT, 27 percent at Stanford, 20 percent at Columbia and Penn and 18 percent at Harvard. The percentages have doubled over 20 years, Hacker says. “In some respects, Asians are in a position akin to that faced by Jews in an earlier time.”  Schools may now be rejecting Asian applicants “because they fear they would begin to look ‘too Asian.’”

 Hacker says Jews make up 27 percent of the enrollment at Columbia, 25 percent at Yale and 21 percent at Brown. Jewish and Asian students make up 5l percent of the enrollment at Harvard and 54 percent at Penn.

What is the enrollment breakdown on your campus? Interview relevant administrators and faculty members: What accounts for the disproportionate enrollment of Asian students?

 Worth Quoting



No Special Protection


“We do not see why there need to be special criteria merely because the possessor of the documents or other evidence sought is a journalist.”



--Judge Richard Posner for a three-judge federal appeals court

                          in a ruling that reporters must surrender tape recordings.




 Newspaper Revenues

“If we were talking about New York, Los Angeles or Chicago, I’d say you could take that prediction to the bank.” (A Wall Street analyst warned that newspaper profit margins are entering a long period of decline.) “The highly competitive media environments in those large markets make the margin warning pretty much on target.  But if you’re talking about mid-sized markets with relatively little media competition and even less newspaper competition, I don’t buy that prediction….”


--Ken Lowe, president and CEO The E.W.Scripps Company




On Writing

“The first and most important thing of all, at least for writers today, is to strip language clean, to lay it bare to the bones.”



--Ernest Hemingway.


“He (the young man fresh to journalism) must learn, if he doesn’t already know it, to avoid adjectives and to swear by the little verbs that bounce and leap and swim and cut.”



--Stanley Walker, city editor, New York Herald Tribune.

“I am still studying verbs and the mystery of how they connect nouns. I am more suspicious of adjectives than at any time in all my born days. … All my life I have been trying to learn to read, and to see and to hear.  If God lets me live five years longer, I hope to be a writer.”



--Carl Sandburg


“The artistic phase of reporting is the ability to put not only fact into the story but color and human interest, also feeling and good taste. The last elements are, I think, most important.”



--Damon Runyon


“The major emphasis (in journalism education) should not be, I think, on how to write but on what to write, lest the prospective reporter become an empty flask, all form and no content.”



--Hoke M. Harris, editor, Winston-Salem Journal
Pandering

“On September 19, the editorial page of The New York Times lost its mind. Like many publications that once believed that seriousness is a sufficient sell (and in any event a sufficient calling), the paper has for some time now been whoring after the young. In its quest for ’the 18-34 demographic,’ which the paper seems to regard as just a sea of human iPods, all kinds of hip laxities have been committed, and these, combined with its new institution of ‘transparency’ have made the paper much less formidable and much too friendly.”



--Leon Wieseltier, The New Republic, Oct. 24, 2005




Advice


“One of the things I learned was that the better you do your job, the less popular you are likely to be.  So if you seek popularity, this is probably not the profession for you.”



--David  Halberstam
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Contributions to Update are welcome: mm55@columbia.edu.
