      Update XXIX
The Wrong Direction
Emphasis on Style Can Impede Truth Telling
 
To some writers, style is an end in itself.  An article in The New York Times Magazine about the terror bombing of the World Trade Center on 9/11 led the writer Wyatt Mason to ask, ”Is there a style in which the truth cannot be told?”  He cited these sentences from the article:


And then Tower 2 sighed.   The top floors
     buckled out, spraying tiny white shards, and 

     the building sank into itself, crouching beneath

     the trees and out of frame.

Mason comments:


A sigh, that gentles and most trivial of

     exhalations, reserved for moments when

     we are placidly tired or mildly disappointed

     turns the collapse of one hundred thousand

     tons of steel and glass—which made a cloud

     visible from space and a sound audible forty

     miles away—into a mild human wind.


A “nice touch,” however idyllic, Whitehead’s

     use of the word “sighed” is as clear an instance

     as I have encountered of a stylistic choice, an

     aesthetic shaping, that distracts us….
For proof of the effectiveness of plain talk, go on.

Plain Talk Effective

A Classic in Use for 28 Years


The obituary begins this way:



Martin Conroy, an advertising executive who 


     without recourse to glossy paper or fancy graphics 


     created one of the most enduring ad campaigns of all 


     time, died on Tuesday….


Margalit Fox writes in The New York Times that Conroy wrote what is considered “a classic of direct-mail advertising sent to millions of people in the course of nearly three decades.” From 1975 to 2003, The Wall Street Journal used the simple, two-page letter to suggest that subscribing to the Journal would pay off.  


“It’s the ‘Hamlet,’ the ‘Iliad,’ the ‘Divine Comedy’ of direct-mail letters,” Fox quotes James R. Rosenfield, a direct-marketing consultant in New York and San Diego.  “It’s had a longer life, to my knowledge, than any other direct mail in history.”


Alan Rosenspan, the president of Alan Rosenspan Associates, said he uses 
Conroy’s letter as a teaching tool in seminars. “I ask people to read out loud the first paragraph of the letter,” he says.  “And what’s astonishing to me is that they never stop at the first paragraph.  They keep on reading.  And I tell them, ‘You have just proven why this letter is powerful.  It’s a story.’” 
 Here’s the first paragraph:



On a beautiful last spring afternoon, twenty-five


     years ago, two young men graduated from the same college.

     They were very much alike, these two young men. Both 


     had been better than average students, both were 

     personable, and both—as young college graduates
     are—were filled with ambitious dreams for the future.

Then the next sentence is “a small note of foreboding,” writes Fox: “Recently, these men returned to their college for their 25th reunion.”  She again quotes from the letter:

They were still very much alike. Both were 

                 happily married. Both had three children.  And both,

                 it turned out, had gone to work for the same 

                 Midwestern manufacturing company after graduation,

     and were still there.

            But there was a difference. One of the men was

    manager of a small department of that company. The 

    other was its president. 

Fox writes that “the letter nowhere says that the man who made good read 

The Journal.  But the message is resoundingly there between the lines.”

Why was this copy so successful? 

Understatement.
                        Story-telling. 
The S-V-O sentence structure.
                        The delayed lead. 
 They’re all there, and, I hope, useful to you in teaching all journalism students how effective this sort of writing can be.
On the subject of obits, The New York Times devoted 31 inches to a sidebar accompanying the obituary of President Gerald R. Ford. It recalled one of the most famous, or infamous—depending on your politics—headlines of the past several decades. . 
A Sidelight to the Gerald R. Ford Obituary
The Headline that May Have Cost the Presidency 

The headline on one of the sidebars to the obituary of President Gerald R. Ford read:




   Infamous ‘Drop Dead’

           


   Was Never Said by Ford

            The story in The New York Times recalls that in 1975 New York City, on the brink of bankruptcy, asked the federal government for financial assistance. President  Ford declined to help. This was big news, and in the newsroom of the Daily News the copy desk sought to find the appropriate words for a page one headline for Ford’s rejection. I describe the struggle in my News Reporting and Writing textbook:



William Brink, the managing editor of the


  Daily News cast about for the five or six words

 
  he could fit into the  page l headline for 

  the story.  He tried:




  FORD REFUSES




  AID TO CITY



The headline was dull, and the top line was


   half a unit too long. He tried again:




  FORD SAYS NO



  TO CITY AID



That fit, but it was as dull as the first. Brink 


    recalls that in the back of his mind was the idea


    that “Ford hadn’t just declined to help us. He


    had, in effect, consigned us to the scrap heap. 

                He then wrote two words on a piece of copy paper.


    After a few moments he put three other words


    above them.



The headline:  




  FORD TO CITY:




     DROP DEAD



The headline was instantly famous. Television


   news stations displayed it that night, and Time and


  Newsweek ran it in their stories of the city’s plight.


I point out that the headline was effective because it combined the denotative and connotative, the explicit and implicit, meanings of the event in language New Yorkers understand.

The Times sidebar quotes Ford as saying that the headline “more than annoyed me because it wasn’t accurate. It was very unfair.” Ford felt that the headline had cost him the presidential election, which he lost to Jimmy Carter, who narrowly carried New York’s 41 electoral votes. Had Ford taken New York, he would have been elected.

 You might want to show students the difference between the Times and tabloid journalism by comparing the News’s headline with its more restrained competitor. Here’s how The New York Times headlined the story:




  Ford, Castigating City,




    Asserts He’d Veto

                                          Fund Guarantee
Too Much Technology or Not Enough?
A New Journalism Curriculum in the Making in Florida
A long article in The Gainesville Sun discusses “the future of journalism” at the University of Florida, which has more than 2,600 students enrolled in its College of Journalism and Communications.  In its search for a new dean, writes Jack Stripling, “there’s a desire among faculty to ensure the college’s next head comes in with a full appreciation of the changes in the media.
“The pace of news is faster than ever before, the lines between straight journalism and opinion are blurred and each new scandal in the news world gives rise to greater concern about ethics and objectivity.”

Stripling quotes faculty members about the need to equip students with technical skills.  John Wright, the acting dean, wants “more emphasis on training students to work across multiple platforms, including television, the Internet and print media,” Stripling writes. “To that end, Wright and others are backing plans to bring divergent media under a single roof, encouraging students to move from shooting a story with a camera lens to posting it on a Web site with great dexterity.”

Wright says the converged newsroom will take a lot of donor money.  “Without private money, we would lose the technology battle,” Wright is quoted. 
Reservations about Convergence
Stripling quotes the critics of convergence “who say it could be a recipe for watering down curriculums and preventing students from really mastering any one skill. There is a danger of too great an emphasis on technical training at the expense of instruction in the background necessary for good reporting, he says.   One instructor said his faculty is resisting placing “too much in the curriculum.”
He quotes Edward Wasserman, Knight professor of journalism at Washington and Lee University and Jean Folkerts, dean of the School of Journalism at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, who have reservations about recent curricular changes that too closely reflect media developments. 
 Wasserman says that convergence as practiced in newsrooms “usually makes for shabby journalism” and “posting stories on the Internet as soon as they break has invariably come at the sacrifice of accuracy,” Stripling writes.

Folkerts told Stripling that journalism programs need to balance the demands of the media while focusing on the importance of basic reporting. “I think some schools have made their curriculum shallow by (combining too much),” he quotes Folkerts. “That’s something we all agree at this university we’re not going to do,” she said. 

(The article is available online at www.gainesville.com, 12/3/06.) 


Background Essential

Reporters Insert Relevant Material in Stories

During the August primary election in Alaska, gubernatorial candidate Sarah Palin cited the state’s purchase of a Westwind II jet plane that Gov. Frank H. Murkowski had bought for more than $2.6 million, an expenditure the state legislature opposed.
In her campaign, Palin used the plane as a symbol of the governor’s isolation from conservative Alaska voters. Palin trounced Murkowski and went on to win the governorship.  


William Yardley, a reporter for The New York Times, reports that Gov. Palin is now trying to sell the jet on eBay. Look at this sentence from Yardley’s story:



The aircraft came to symbolize what critics called


     Mr. Murkowski’s disconnection from Alaska voters,


     who often frown on government excess though they


     are routinely among the country’s biggest beneficiaries


     of federal spending.
That last clause is background inserted by Yardley. Reporters who cover government--the good ones, that is—are aware of what Felix Frankfurter, a  law professor at Harvard and then a Supreme Court Justice, described as “the paradox of both distrusting and burdening government.”  And these reporters have sufficient knowledge of their beats to provide background.  Yardley was aware that for every dollar Alaska taxpayers contribute to federal coffers, the government sends $1.89 to Alaska, which is second only to New Mexico in receiving federal largess.

 Daily, we read stories quoting governors, congressmen, senators and others complaining about government spending.  Yet, many of these officials have their snouts deep in the money trough. The senator from Oklahoma and the congressman from Indiana want taxpayer’s money for a local museum, a bridge, a farm-to-market road but come election time they complain about government spending.
And unlike Yardley here, reporters neglect to disclose what Frankfurter in his essay “The Paradox of American Politics” 80 years ago described as “the lack of a conscious philosophy of politics.” 
   Assignments
Success


Who are the most successful graduates of your school?  Who keeps such a list?  How does the listkeeper define success?  




Fraternity/Sorority Membership


Membership in fraternities and sororities ebbs and flows. Among the schools with the greatest percentage of students in these social organizations today are Washington & Lee University, 81 percent in fraternities and 74 percent in sororities, followed by DePauw University, 72 and 69 percent and Sewanee University, 64 and 71 percent. 


Trace the enrollment figures for your campus and find out the reasons for the figures. 



Foreign Study


What’s your university’s policy on study abroad? Goucher College in Baltimore  makes study abroad mandatory, and some schools encourage foreign study with grants and liberal credits.  More than 200,000 students studied in foreign countries in 2004-5. The top ten:


Britain

32,071



Italy

20,858



Spain

20,806



France

15,374



Australia
10,813



Mexico
 9,244


Germany
 6,557


China

 6,389



Ireland

 5,083



Costa Rica
 4,887

A Sensitive Subject

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (www.cdc.gov)  has released its annual “Sexually Transmitted Disease Surveillance” report.  The 2005 booklet contains state data for chlamydia (974,445 cases nationwide), gonorrhea (339,593) and syphilis (8,724). The CDC states in the Foreword:


STDs are hidden epidemics of enormous

health and economic consequences in the United States.

They are hidden because many Americans are reluctant 

to address sexual health issues in an open way and because

of the biologic and social characteristics of these diseases. …

there are many obstacles to effective prevention efforts.

The first hurdle will be to confront the reluctance of 

American society to confront issues surrounding

sexuality and STDs.

                               State Rates
 
(Number of cases per 100,000 population)
                               Chlamydia
   Highest


Lowest

Mississippi        732.6
       New Hampshire     141.7

Alaska               664.4
       Vermont                 154.0





New Mexico 444.3
      West Virginia   162.2

South Carolina  435.8
        Maine                    171.1

Hawaii
            434.7
        Utah                      192.6

(Highest city rates for 2005: Memphis, 756.4; Virginia Beach, Norfolk, 511.7; Detroit, 456.2)
     Gonorrhea

Mississippi
247.0

Idaho
           8.5


Louisiana
212.0
            Vermont         9.7


Alabama
207.6

Maine
            10.8


South Carolina
203.9

New Hampshire 13.6


Ohio

183.1
   
Montana
             17.0

    (Highest city rates for 2005: Memphis, 302.5; Detroit, 239.6;  St. Louis,231.2)


                                     Syphilis


Louisiana
27.4

North Dakota   0.2

Georgia

21.8

Vermont

 0.2


New York
20.0

Wyoming
 0.2


Texas

19.1

Iowa

 0.9


Maryland
18.1

West Virginia
1.0

       (Highest city rates for 2005: Memphis, 46.7; Atlanta, 34.5; Miami, 26.9)

As you can see, the disparities between the highest and lowest rates are enormous.  You might find where your state stands, and you can ask students to find the reasons for your state’s standings.
Sprinklers for Fraternities?


Recent fatal fires in fraternity houses in Nebraska and Missouri have led some cities to consider ordinances requiring sprinkler systems in off-campus housing.  Some universities now require sprinkler systems in all campus buildings.


Fatal fires in dormitories and fraternities have accounted for almost 80 deaths in recent years, fire authorities report. The danger is acute in off-campus housing, much of which was built before fire prevention or suppression methods were installed. Fraternities are especially vulnerable. “The guys just don’t keep house,” says Steven Sapp, fire marshal in Columbia, Mo.  Kentucky, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Texas and Wisconsin  have ordinances requiring automatic sprinkler systems in high-rise dormitories.  But few cities have ordinances for fraternity and sorority housing.


What is the situation on your campus? (Background available from the National Fire Sprinkler Association.)





Volunteers


A bill in Congress threatened a wilderness area in southwestern Utah. The bill would have sold off 25,000 acres of public land in Washington County. But letters, telephone calls, e-mails (100,000 of them) and newspaper editorials from all over the country opposing the bill paid off. Much of the opposition effort was led by volunteers helping the Southern Utah Wilderness Alliance.

  
During the Christmas break, some students volunteered to help in rebuilding New Orleans, and others took part in Habitat for Humanity projects. Some students worked in soup kitchens and helped with local toy drives. 

Did many students from your university do volunteer work during the break? What were their experiences? 

 Class Discussion


Defining the Journalist
Who is a journalist?  The blogger? Jon Stewart? Ken Auletta says: “...when the tsunami struck South Asia or Hurricane Katrina struck the American South, the first horrifying pictures came from citizen journalists who turned their digital cameras and e-mails on to describe the giant waves and horrible devastation.  But not everyone can be a good journalist.  A good journalist is trained to give context, to get all sides of a story, to be fair, to be accurate, to give more than a bird’s-eye view of reality.”  



The Ethics of the Disguise


An anthropology professor—her pseudonym is Rebekah Nathan—spent a year disguised as a first-year university student and wrote a book based on her 4experiences at an unnamed university, My Freshman Year: What a University Professor Learned by Becoming a Student. Was this ethical?

Worth Quoting
A reporter who could call Henry Kissinger by his first name wasn’t worth a damn on the Watergate story.



--Ben Bradlee

An ounce of example is worth a ton of generalities.



--Henry James

Literature is not read and journalism is unreadable.




--Oscar Wilde

Responsible journalism is responsible in the last analysis to the editor’s own conviction of what, whether interesting or only important, is in the public interest.



--Walter Lippmann

Writers are always selling someone out.




--Joan Didion
Interviewer—What do you call your haircut?

George Harrison (Beatle)—Arthur

News cycles have been compressed to the “nth degree” as print and electronic journalists scramble to meet an insatiable demand for immediate information. …

As I see it, the challenge for the news media today is to meet the incessant demand for immediacy without sacrificing journalistic excellence.  It’s still important to be accurate, fair and balanced, no matter how tight our deadlines are… 



               --Ken Lowe

As educators, you will never have the resources you need or want.  I hear your pain.  Your programs are underfunded, investment lags in the physical infrastructure of your schools, you need space and technology….


But none of these “lacks” is a good excuse for putting students who can’t write a decent sentence in the job market, for not being part of the solution for a diverse media workforce, for not mentoring or training your successors in academic leadership,  for not assuring that all journalism and communications students understand their responsibilities to democracy and citizenship  and a free society. Fundamentals.

Only the quality of the content gives value to the most sophisticated technology. And guess what? The ball is back in your court—and back to basics.  Your specialty. Your expertise. Your ability to nurture the student who will become the professional who delivers the content. No substitute.




--Judith G. Clabes

Editor’s Note: Add Nieman Reports 
Update XXVIII should have included in the Select Online Resources under  Journalism Resources the journal Nieman Reports, nreports@harvard.edu. The quarterly, edited “to promote and elevate the standards of journalism,” contains articles about journalistic practice. The current issue, Winter 2006, titled “Goodbye Gutenberg,” is devoted to the future of print journalism, and, as might be expected, there are divergent perspectives among the three dozen authors. Several contend survival depends on the  converged newsroom, with an emphasis on news via the computer. 

Jon Palfreman, at the University of Oregon, writes:


One exciting if disruptive possibility is that
   under the influence of the young, the Internet

   will usher in a new era of interactive, audiovisual 

   literacy.  Though written words will remain 

   critical to human communication, they will

   no longer dominate the exchange of news 

   and information.

Edward Wasserman of Washington and Lee University

has reservations about convergence:



Convergence seems to engender newsroom


   practices that degrade newsroom working conditions

   and that encourage journalism that is thin and hasty. …


 The working condition of journalists

   are being degraded and reporting energies

   are being drawn away from the richly detailed,

   thoughtful reporting that exemplifies the best

   in journalism and that makes a difference in 

   the lives of our communities.
