Update XXVI
Missing:Discussion and Debate
Where Have All the Issues Gone?

     Is there really nothing in journalism education worthy of spirited discussion?  No issue that should be opened, laid bare, dissected, eviscerated?  Are we satisfied with 
the competence of the students we admit to our programs, the courses in our curriculum, the results of the education we offer?  Are we wasting the scant hours for journalism on remedial instruction? Is the curriculum being swallowed by technology courses?
      Our journals seem to indicate we are more or less a happy and collegial bunch, delighted with the curriculum, pleased with our students, comfortable with the niche we occupy in the mass media constellation, enjoying ourselves in this best of all possible

disciplines.
Oh, there is the occasional piece proposing a new or different approach to teaching a course, and a while back I read an article telling instructors how to cope with the students poorly prepared to take on journalism instruction. But these suggestions arouse no one within the fraternity.  Not everyone can become a good journalist, says Ken Auletta.The New Yorker’s media writer. You don’t see such frankness from the journalism professoriate
       I see no symposia with conflicting points of view, no letters to the editor taking on an author for his or her proposal or research conclusion. We seem alone in our complacency. 
      Physicists beg to differ with one another.  String theory, the latest in attempt to locate a unified explanation of phenomena, has opposing camps, neither reluctant to fire a salvo at the other. The psychologists have defended, debated and dissed Freud for years; the Keynesians among the economists have their prolific opponents in op-ed pieces and journals. 

      But we, whose subject matter is perhaps among the most volatile of the disciplines, are quiescent.  
 Meaningful Assignments for

 Journalism Students
                               I
Politicians Protecting or Defiling the Planet?
Candidates Favoring/Opposing Gun Control 
     The student drift away from news reporting to advertising and public relations has been so pronounced that the annual enrollment report no longer arouses concern among the news-editorial coterie. The reasons also seem hardly worth rehashing—pay differentials, the assumption that newswriting takes a degree of literacy students have not attained, the belief that there are fewer and fewer jobs in journalism.

      An injection of excitement in the news-editorial curriculum might help. Why not try some interesting reporting-research assignments in the first newswriting course?  For example:  The angry debate about the future of Planet Earth and the battle over gun control laws.




Global Warming
      On the one side are the extraction industries, a few scientists and many politicians.  On the other side are the environmentalists and a small band of congressmen and women.   There’s plenty for students to dig into. They can look up votes on key environmental  issues, track the financial support by the oil and gas industry and examine the growing literature on the subjects of global warming and the exploitation of wilderness areas. .

                                             The Arctic National Wildlife Refuge
    The October 19 issue of The New York Review of Books, for example, has a piece by Peter Matthiessen, “Inside the Endangered Arctic Refuge,” in which he describes the attack on this pristine wilderness by the extraction industry with the cooperation of congress and the president.  He says that this battle has been “the center of what has become the longest and most acrimonious environmental fight in American history.” 

         Matthiessen writes: 

On March 16 of this year, as it has attempted to do many times since 1980, the US Senate authorized energy companies to drill in the Wildlife Refuge; since then, the House has passed similar legislation….As most of our legislators know well, to flog this questionable source as a solution to our wasteful habits is not only dishonest but a long-term disservices to the nation. 


   An Environmental Writer Speaks Out
   Another writer, Edward Hoagland, is blunt: “We are destroying God’s earth.  It’s just going before our eyes, and some of us who write about nature are so dumbfounded we are hardly able to articulate what we are seeing.”

     Hoagland has traveled to Africa, India, the Antarctica and Louisiana’s bayou country.  What he has seen makes him concerned about the future of many species.
                                          Assignment
      Why not assign students to write about both sides of this debate?  And why not ask them to do a check of the local congressional delegation’s vote on key environmental measures?  Follows could be reported by interviewing members of local environmental groups.  And why not do some reporting on whether voters think the environment should be an issue in local congressional and senatorial campaigns. 
                                                  II

                                Checking the Votes

      You can check the House vote on the Wildlife Refuge bill (opening the Refuge to drilling)  through the Special Election Issue of Public Citizen, www.citizen.org.  The vote was 225 yes, 201 no, mostly along party lines, Republicans voting for drilling in the refuge, Democrats against. 
     A check of the vote shows some Republicans went against the party line to vote against opening the refuge to drilling, among them representatives from Connecticut, Delaware, Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Virginia, Washington and  Wisconsin.  Students might want to follow up on these exceptions.
                                       The Estate Tax Vote
       Another vote that would be interesting to check is the procedural vote in the senate on repealing the estate tax, which President Bush dubbed “the death tax,” an attempt, some commentators said, to give this law a sinister tinge. The administration said one of the purposes of the measure was to “save the family farm.”  Journalists who investigated found no family farm had ever been broken up as the result of the estate tax.  
 The vote to repeal the tax was 57 yes, 41 no.  Sixty votes were needed to end debate and move to a vote on the measure, which some tax experts said would cost the U.S. Treasury $1 trillion over 10 years. The estate tax affects a quarter of 1 percent of the wealthiest Americans, Public Citizen says.

        Here are some of the votes of senators on the ballot in November:
  

Yes 


No

           Kyl, Arizona

     Feinstein, California

           Lugar, Indiana

     Lieberman, Connecticut

           Snowe, Maine                   Sarbanes, Maryland

           Lott, Mississippi
     Bingaman, New Mexico

           Nelson, Nebraska
     Conrad, North Dakota
           DeWine, Ohio                   Chafee, Rhode Island

                                      Other Votes


Public Citizen lists other measures and the votes in the Senate and House.  Among the measures are: 

                                      Senate
                      Reduction in oil imports by 2025


          Windfall profits tax on oil companies

                      Medical malpractice

                                      House


          Gun liability

                      Closing campaign finance loophole

          Lobbying overhaul

These would make for good research-reporting stories that serve the public.





III
Overlooked Contests 

Check Legislative Races


State house and senate races are too often overlooked by the mainline media.  Your students can dig into these contests for good stories. They can locate some key votes of candidates seeking re-election and they can check the stands of their opponents on these issues.

 For example: The Amish school shooting is the most recent of a rash of deadly schoolhouse incidents and has brought to public attention the issue of gun control, often debated and voted on in state legislatures. The National Rifle Association (NRA) is on one side and the Brady Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence is on the other in these battles. Here are two states where the Brady campaign has singled out key legislative contests:

Colorado: “In an important open state house seat in Denver, we will be working to defeat NRA lobbyist Aimee Rathburn  ®, who has done the gun lobby’s bidding in the hallways of the state capitol,” the Brady Campaign states.  The anti-gun organization also opposes “extremist” Rick O’Donnell ® in his race against State Sen. Ed Perlumtter (D).

Washington: In a state senate race, the Brady Campaign endorses State Rep. Rodney Tom (D), who co-sponsored legislation requiring background checks at gun shows.  His opponent, Luke Esser ®, opposed the legislation.


Other Races Can Be Assigned 

You may want to widen the assignment to include the candidates for governor and other state offices who have taken a position on gun control:

Wisconsin: Gov. Jim Doyle (D) “is under heavy attack for standing up to the NRA,” the Brady Campaign says.  “Congressman Mark Green ® is an NRA favorite who recently voted to repeal the law requiring child-safety gun locks,” says the Brady Campaign. 

 Maryland: The Brady Campaign describes. Gov. Bob Erlich ® as an “NRA lackey,” and supports his opponent, the mayor of Baltimore, Martin O’Malley, who “has promised to sign a statewide ban on assault weapons.”

Illinois: The Brady Campaign supports Gov. Rod Blagojevich, and in the 6th District House race it endorses Tammy Duckworth (D) against State Sen. Pete Roskam ®, “an extremist with an NRA “A” rating .” 

California: In the race for attorney general Jerry Brown (D) is supported over Chuck Poochigian ®, who “voted against California’s assault weapons ban and banning Saturday night specials.” 
For background, students should report the NRA’s position to balance those who support gun control legislation.  
Getting up Close to Clinton
A Reporter at Work: Looking, Listening
   Here is a section from an article by David Remnick that appeared in the 

Sept. 18, 2006, New Yorker, titled “The Wanderer.”  Remnick accompanied 

Bill Clinton on a trip that took the ex-president to Africa, Europe and to a school in Manchester, NH, where a few hundred children sat on the gym floor for an “obesity event.”  Here is a section of Remnick’s account:
Clinton “stripped off his jacket and sat on a high stool.. 

“When I was a little boy,” he said to the kids, “I was bigger than almost all of you.  Now there are more kids like I was.” He told them about learning to exercise more and suggested they watch a show on Nickelodeon called “Let’s Just Go Play Healthy Challenge.” 

When the question period began, a chubby kid, no more than seven, nervously held the microphone and asked Clinton, “What 

 if you don’t have the channel?”


His quavery voice betrayed such a sense of terror and

deprivation that a lot of the kids laughed. What? No 

Nickelodeon? It’s basic cable!


Clinton had clearly heard the laughter and seen the

terror in the kid’s eyes and he sensed the embarrassment that

would likely haunt his nights, and so he said, “A lot of people

don’t have the channel. So that’s a good question. A great 
question.”

The jaws of life!  The boy smiled. His whole body seemed

to relax.  The laughter stopped.  It was a great question!  And while


Clinton went on to talk about other ways kids could learn about eating

more sensibly, it was easy to believe that this kid—still a little shaken,

but relieved of his shame—would vote for a Clinton one day if he 

could.

Writing with a Flair

The Focus on Obituaries

It wasn’t too long ago that a journalism textbook informed students: “The obituary is a routine story that no reporter enjoys writing.”  Routine?  No reporter? Like too many academic pronouncements, this one was oblivious to the real world. .  
The obituary is  one of the most avidly read sections of the newspaper. Knowing this, smart editors have asked their best reporters to apply their skills to obituaries.  The result has been that some of the most informative and skillful writing has appeared in the obituary section.  Here are a few sections from the obituaries of journalists:   

   John McCormally


McCormally was born Oct. 8, 1922, in Chapman, Kan. His

   
      parents, Patrick H. and Anna Nicholson McCormally, were


      farmers who were broken by the Great Depression. McCormally 


      was 13 when he watched his family’s friends and neighbors bid 

                  on his father’s last team of mules. He watched his father cry


      over his lost independence.  The experience helped shape


      McCormally’s belief in fighting for the underdog, a 

                  Characteristic he would carry throughout his life.

               Marguerite Higgins

Marguerite Higgins got stories other reporters didn’t…

      Miss Higgins won her job at The Herald Tribune  in a 

     characteristic way…She heard that Mrs. Chiag  Kai-Shek

     was a patient at the Columbia-Presbyterian Hospital and 

     had refused to grant interviews. Miss Higgins got to

     Mrs. Chiang’s room, got her story—and her job.


                  Homer Bigart

              His articles remained taut, witty and astringently

      understated, even when created under deadline 

      pressure and the appalling working conditions

      imposed by war and famine; even when they 

     concerned mundane events that lesser reporters regarded 

     as routine, Mr. Bigart knew that what counted was not 

     the place but  the poetry and that a reporter could create

     memorable prose from even the most unremarkable 

     happening. 

Here’s the epitaph for journalists, written by the legendary Stanley Walker, more in sorrow than in anger:

When a good newspaperman dies, a lot of  

     people are sorry, and some of them remember

     him for several days.



Good Writing 
A new book, The Dead Beat: Lost Souls, Lucky Stiffs and the Perverse Pleasures of Obituaries by Marilyn Johnson describes the obituary as a “tight little coil of biography” that “reminds us of a poem” and “contains the most creative writing in journalism.” Jim Nicholson, one of the obit writers featured in the book, who wrote obits

 for The Philadelphia Daily News, says that the obit page featured the “deaths of ordinary people in ways that made their lives special.” He says in a review of the Johnson book in Nieman Reports that when he wrote obits:


I was a giver. I gave the deceased a stage-center sendoff
      with public recognition of their character and achievements,
      often one they otherwise would not have had.  I gave the dead person’s

      family my sympathy and then a tangible remembrance for 

      generations unborn. My words gave readers thousands

      of moments to remember little lives well lived. Perhaps I

      even gave them the secrets of how to live one well.
  Worth Quoting

   
 This is a country where a cable news network (MSNBC) offers in-depth journalism about one of its anchors (Tucker Carlson)  losing a prime-time dance contest and where conspiracy nuts  have created a cottage industry of books and DVD’s by arguing that hijacked jets did not cause 9/ll and that the 9/ll commission was a cover-up.




--Frank Rich,  NYTimes columnist

…journalism is about sifting information, finding different voices, trying to get at 

the complex truth, offering context. It is not just a bird’s-eye view. Live television or Webcasts—or blogs—can be the fireworks, dazzling, awesome, but soon the sky is dark again.




--Ken Auletta


…the essence of journalism is its timeliness; it must be served hot. 




--Thomas Griffith





Discussion Topics

         Judging the Editorial Page: Cowardice and Courage 

How do you judge the merit of a newspaper’s editorial page?  Perhaps the key test is whether it takes a position on the most volatile issues the community faces.  On that basis, South Dakota’s major newspaper, the Argus Leader, flunks.  


After the governor of the state signed the most stringent anti-abortion bill any state had adopted, a national controversy erupted. Even many right-to-life supporters opposed the law, fearing that a court might strike down the law and deal the movement a lethal blow. A state-wide drive was initiated to repeal the law.  (The issue faces a vote on Nov. 7.)


 When the measure was in the state legislature pending a vote, one would think that the Argus Leader would have weighed in. But no.  Taking a position, the editor of the newspaper wrote, “could well jeopardize the credibility we have worked long and hard to establish.”


Discussion: Should the Argus Leader have editorialized on the measure? Just what is the responsibility of the editorial page? What do you think of the editor’s rationale defending the newspaper’s no-comment position? 

     
You might want to offer for students’ consideration the editorial stand of Ira B. Harkey Jr., the editor and publisher of the newspaper in Pascagoula, Miss., during the South’s hostility to school desegregation.   When he supported  the 1954 Supreme  Court decision in Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka, a cross was burned in front of his home.  Worse was yet to come.


During the desegregation crisis at the University of Mississippi, Harkey urged the peaceful admission of James Meredith, who would become the first black student at Ole Miss. Federal troops and marshals had been called out to quell the protestors.


 Harkey’s editorials aroused fury across the state, and in his home town his life was threatened, a cross was burned in front of his newspaper office, and rifle and shotgun blasts rattled his home.   

Harkey died Oct. 8.  You might want to track down some of his obits for your students.
