Update XI

Freshman English Fails to Prepare Students

Frustrated Reporting/Writing Instructors 

The journalism instructors’ listserv put out in full view an embarrassing truth about journalism education--an inordinate number of journalism students can’t tell a verb from an adverb and find subject-verb agreement as unfathomable as quantum mechanics.  

 The admission came as the result of a query from a faculty member at the University of South Florida who had asked about tests for students wanting to take the basic reporting and writing course which her program offers after students pass freshman English.  Many journalism programs test applicants, apparently in the belief that passing the English composition course does not guarantee literacy.

Some of those replied that students arrive in their classes woefully unprepared for journalism instruction despite having passed freshman composition and the program’s test(s).

 A California journalism instructor said, “We require students to have earned a C or better in English 101, Beginning College Writer.   I don’t know what’s taught in that class, but a lot of my Comm 101 students can’t ID the subject or predicate of a sentence.”  Another instructor responded that she has found students in her class who “cannot even make a simple subject-verb agreement. I get plural nouns with singular verbs and vice-versa.”  

 One of those who responded to the query from the Florida journalism instructor  proudly described a set of gates students must pass through before being allowed to take the sophomore journalism course in his school: a journalism qualifying examination, a library skills test and two semesters of freshman English.    He teaches at the school whose reporting and writing course syllabus was described in Update VII.  The first six weeks of the course are dedicated to what can only be described as high school grammar.
 Are some journalism programs so starved of students, they open their gates to almost all?  Perhaps?  Probably?  I recall one summer receiving a frantic call from the admissions director at the Graduate School of Journalism at Columbia University.  I was in charge of the faculty admission committee.  “You have to do something,” Virginia urged.  “We can’t fill the class and the dean decided to admit people we flagged as ‘do not admit.’”




 Catch-up Time Consuming

 The language impediments of journalism students do not come as news to me.  When I plan a new edition of News Reporting and Writing, I ask colleagues to recommend subject matter for inclusion in the textbook, whether there is enough or too much about local government, the courts, sports and the like.   Many said instruction in subject matter has to be postponed for a few weeks, or longer, so that they can discuss grammar, punctuation and the rudiments that will enable their students, they said, to write declarative sentences in their news and feature stories.

“This chapter is a little advanced for my class,” an instructor wrote me. “”I’m still teaching remedial English and grammar this early (fourth week) in the term.”

A long-time journalism instructor wrote me:

  I do sympathize with the person who has to teach what amounts to remedial English in the first weeks of the intro to journalism course, even when freshman English is behind the students. But I think that every time you do that you compromise the content of your news writing course, either directly or indirectly, despite the purity of your intentions. At best you are losing that many class periods of journalism instruction and/or drill and practice; at worst, you are aggressively dumbing things down, lowering the bar for them.

This always is an issue when we look at the content of our level- I copyediting course. I have no problem justifying some early and especially intense review and drill on grammar, spelling, punctuation, style, verbiage and basic math in that course. But we’re always tossing about on the question of how much remedial work is enough and how much is too much.  There’s so much to cover that you really can’t afford to turn the course into a remedial grammar course, unless you’re willing to undercut your own professional standard.




Self-Teaching a Solution

  Instructors also bemoan the inability of their students to differentiate a decimal from a fraction, to derive a percentage or to find the median in a series of numbers.

 Rather than water down the textbook with elementary instruction in writing and math, I devised a self-teaching, interactive CD that would relieve journalism instructors of instruction many felt they had neither the competence to offer nor the time to give in a journalism class. Several had told me they preferred to have students teach themselves if they could find a journalism-based self-teaching CD.

 The result: Brush Up: A Quick Guide to Basic Writing and Math Skills.   Wendy Shilton, who coordinates a freshman English composition program, did the grammar, punctuation, spelling instruction and I did the exercises and the math section. McGraw Hill wraps the CD with the textbook and also sells it independently.   





It’s Probably Worse Elsewhere

 The fact that many programs admit poorly qualified students seems at first glance an indictment of journalism education.  Yet these students probably have a better grasp—tenuous as it may be—of the language than many other students. Journalism faculty members are more open about the inadequacies of their students. And therein lies a story about the cloaked reality of an aspect of higher education—the decline and fall of the English language among many of the young. 

‘Pressure to Compromise’ 
Ethics and the Young Journalist


David B. Wilkins of the Harvard Law School  reviewed Making Good: How Young People Cope with Moral Dilemmas at Work by Howard Gardner, Wendy Fischman, Becca Solomon and Deborah Greenspan in the  May-June 2004 Harvard Magazine.  The book, published by Harvard University Press, examines high school students committed to journalism, science or the theater and compares their attitudes and experiences with veterans in their fields and with workers in the other two fields.  Here are some quotations from Wilkins’ review:




Gardner and his collaborators begin with



this simple but profound premise: Every worker



has both the right and the responsibility to be a 

“professional” who produces work that is “good,” 

both in the technical sense of being performed



with skill and in the moral sense of responding to the



needs of society.  Individuals are most likely to be able



to do so, the researchers contend, if the field in which



they work is “well aligned” in that all stakeholders



(for example, employers, workers and those who receive

or are affected by the work) want more or less the same thing (for example, curing disease or fairly and accurately reporting the news). …


Young journalists want to report the news accurately and

fairly…  But …from the beginning of their careers, young workers

feel pressure to compromise these lofty ideals.  In order to satisfy

their editors’ need to win the “ratings war,” young journalists

are pressed to report sensationalized stories that they believe

distort the truth and add little to the public debate. …


From their nuanced evaluation of a range of moral 

dilemmas in each field, the researchers conclude that  six

factors play a pivotal role in whether young journalists, scientists and actors succumb to these pressures: an individual’s long-standing

beliefs and values, access to positive role models and mentors,

values held by one’s peers, pivotal experiences that teach about

or reward good conduct, institutional structures and policies,

and periodic reinforcement of the idea of good work. …


Ideally, exploring how to balance a profession’s

own understanding of its role and the views and needs of society 

would be a central task of professional education. From the accounts

provided here, however, there is little reason to be optimistic

that anything like such an investigation is taking place. Young

journalism students typically describe journalism school as a

waste of time. …

 McGuffey’s Fifth Eclectic Reader

Yesterday’s Schoolbook

Here from the 1879 edition of the McGuffey Reader are some of the authors that elementary schoolchildren were expected to read and to profit from—the poets Whittier, Bret Harte, Longfellow and Tennyson; Dickens (from Nicholas Nickleby), and a variety of other authors including Hawthorne, Thoreau,  Louisa  May Alcott  and Washington Irving. Also Shakespeare, who is represented by a part of Act I, Scene II where Horatio tells Hamlet he has seen Hamlet’s father, the dead king.   “A countenance more in sorrow than in anger,” Horatio tells Hamlet, who responds that he plans to see for himself that night “’twixt eleven and twelve.”


In his preface to the New American Library edition of the Reader, 1962, the historian Henry Steele Commager wrote:



What is striking about the Readers—it was probably


     not so much a product of policy as of habit—was that


     they made so few conscious concessions to immaturity.


     There was no nonsense about limiting the vocabulary to familiar


     words, for example. There was no effort always to be


     entertaining, and no policy of easy familiarity between young


     and old.  There was no drawing back from many of the harsher


     experiences of the grown-up world…. they took for granted 


     that the young would understand them, or that teachers


     would explain them—something publishers never appear to


     think of today!


For a while I read selections from McGuffey’s Readers to graduate students at Columbia without identifying the source of the material.  I then asked my students to tell me for whom the material was intended. The usual responses:  high school seniors and college freshmen.  I stopped after a while.  It was too dispiriting for me, and for the students. 

Mary McGrory: ‘Hellbent on Making Sure Every Column was Reported’

‘I Always Went to See for Myself’

Mary McGrory was a Washington columnist but at heart a reporter. “She wrote a column steeped in reporting at a time when other columnists increasingly focused on attitude, analysis and television appearances, and she did her own legwork well into her 80’s,” wrote Robin Toner in McGrory’s obituary in The New York Times (4/23/04).
 Many of us admired her dogged insistence on going to the event, her ability to present the reality of Washington in sparkling prose. She spurned the handout and the posturing.  “I always went to see for myself,” she said. “I can’t do it any other way.  I have to see, I have to hear. I’m primitive, I guess. I don’t want anyone else doing my listening or watching for me.”  

Her newspaper career began in 1954 when her editor at The Washington Star sent her to cover the Army-McCarthy hearings.  She saw McCarthy, the Wisconsin senator who made a career of finding Communists everywhere, as “an Irish bully.”  On the demise of The Star she went over to The Washington Post. She covered the Clinton impeachment, writing, “Nothing that Bill Clinton did in the matter of Monica Lewinsky shows any class or character,” and added, “The Republicans are beyond reason. They are like people on New Year’s Eve, determined to have a wild time, no matter the cost.”

 McGrory loved her trade. “You get to go to places other people can’t go,” she said.  Her heart belonged to the powerless. “No great men call me,” she said in accepting the National Press Club’s Fourth Estate Award in 1998.  “You know who calls me? Losers. I am their mark.  If you want to abolish land mines. If you want to reform campaign spending…if you want to save children from abuse, or stupid laws, or thick-headed judges, you have my telephone number.”

 In a tribute to her, Francis X. Clines of The New York Times, wrote:  “Mary loved skewering the connivers, of course, but loved encouraging the idealists even more.”   Clines said McGrory was a close reader of Jane Austen, admiring Austen’s “deadly accuracy” as well as her “informing principle, that politeness serves a purpose, that civility and kindness are moral imperatives.”


McGrory felt a kinship with young reporters. When she interviewed applicants for the Nieman Fellowship at Harvard, she was impressed, finding them to have “a great deal of commitment and compassion.” Most, she said, “knew a great deal about what they were doing. They did not think it enough.”

  Briefs

          Unhappy Student—A colleague sends this comment from a student evaluation of a newswriting course:


    Please, I am going places, don’t hold us down to local



gov’t. just because some people are too stupid to



get a better job….I am not going to report on government—it



is a horrible class, and a big waist of my precious time.


Big Debate—The journalism educators’ listserv rocked for a couple of weeks through early May with a debate over instruction in the use of e-mail interviews, some instructors favoring its use as a reporting tool, others contending it is to be used rarely,  and then only with the greatest caution.

No Photos--Commerce and ethics clashed at rinkside recently. Professional hockey finds that fights draw fans, but one fight got out of hand when a Vancouver Canucks player viciously attacked a Colorado Avalanche player, breaking two of his vertebrae. Getty Images, a news photo service, which has an exclusive contract with the National Hockey League, distributed no photos of the brutal scene, though one of its photographers was there.  The photographer said he was working for the Canucks, which refused to release the photos, and Getty did not ask for them. 

Work—Seamus Heaney, the Irish poet, translator and critic, early in his career taught in a Belfast boys’ school.  Heaney recalls that once a week the headmaster would poke his head in Heaney’s classroom to ask, “Mr. Heaney, are they working hard for you?” Heaney would dutifully reply, “Yes, Mr. McLaverty.  Then the headmaster would ask, “And are you doing any poetry with them?” And Heaney would answer, “Of course, I am.” 

Punctuation Primer--A British book about punctuation rose to the top of the best-seller list there last winter, and Gotham Books has made it available to readers in the United States. In Eats, Shoots & Leaves: The Zero Tolerance Approach to Punctuation, Lynne Truss discusses the use of the dash: “The dash is less formal than the semicolon, which makes it more attractive; it enhances conversational tone; and …it is capable of quite subtle effects.  The main reason people use it, however, is that they know you can’t use it wrongly—which, for a punctuation mark is an uncommon virtue.”

The author defends the semicolon, a punctuation mark that the reviewer of the book, Edmund Morris, writes in The New York Times Book Review  (4/25/04), “has caused more fistfights between authors and editors than any other cipher, with the possible exception of the dollar sign.”  Journalists follow the example of George Orwell, who rarely used a semicolon.   Morris says, “The greatest stylists--those who ‘hear’ as they write--punctuate sparingly and subtly.”


Economics 1A—When I worked for the McClatchy Newspapers in California a staff photographer spotted me tossing a pencil stub into the wastebasket. “No, no,” he shouted. He explained:  At the Hearst papers where he had worked years before, the economies were so pervasive that a reporter had to present the stub of his or her Ebony No. l pencil to be given a replacement. He hadn’t lost the habit of hoarding stubs, he said.  The practice was more widespread than I thought.  Arthur Gelb says in his book City Room that during one of the cost-saving periods at The New York Times, management insisted on the same stub-for-new policy.

 H.S. Grade Inflation—A survey conducted by the Higher Education Research Institution at UCLA finds that 48 percent of the incoming freshmen at more than 400 colleges and universities arrive with an A average, up from 30 percent in 1968.  The grades are higher, but the SAT scores are about the same. The reasons for the surge in grading: Parents are pressing teachers to give higher grades so their children can enter prestigious colleges, and teachers “feel a pressure to not shatter students’ self-esteem,” says Linda J. Sax, director of the survey of 276,000 students.

Online Textbooks--One of the largest textbook publishers, Pearson, is shifting to producing textbooks online, a move The Wall Street Journal says may “transform the college-textbook industry.”  Pearson plans to make half its list web-based. The change will result in significant savings for the publisher—no inventory, no shipping costs, much lower production costs and the elimination of the sale of used books. The online textbooks would be cheaper. To forestall students printing and selling copies of the whole textbook, students would be able to print out only a chapter at a time. Faculty members’ reactions are mixed.

Pertinent Today—Coke Ellington at Alabama State University sends two quotations for consideration:



The first casualty when war comes is truth.




        --Sen. Hiram Johnson, 1917



Correspondents seek to tell as much as possible as soon as possible.  The military seeks to tell as little as possible as late as possible.




      --Phillip Knightley, “The First Casualty,” 1975

Vocabulary Test—The editors of the American Heritage Dictionaries are out with a new book, 100 Words Every High School Freshman Should Know.  Try your students on some:  alliteration, bizarre, camouflage, commemorate, deign, embargo, flourish, guerilla, impertinent, labyrinth, marsupial, participle, renaissance, solstice, vertebrate.

Money Problems—Rising tuition costs and cuts in admissions kept 250,000 young men and women from going to college last year, says the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education.  Those who do enroll are accumulating much higher debts than students in past years because of the increases in tuition.  The Center recommends that if states must cut appropriations for higher education, they spare the community colleges and four-year institutions that serve students from low-to middle-income families.


Five out of every six high school seniors from a family with an income of more than $75,000 enroll in a four-year college. Fewer than half of the students whose family income is less than $25,000 enroll in a four-year college. 



Convergence Curriculum —I queried the online “Convergence Editor” about the consequences to reporting of convergence journalism, the newest fashion in journalism instruction. The response:



  I think you are correct in that convergence impacts


reporting because reporters will be asked to take photos, 


write for the Web site or gather video clips.


I am trying to comprehend how a journalism curriculum can accommodate convergence instruction in the techniques and technology of reporting and writing for broadcast, print, video and online without significant loss of instruction in the subject matter of journalism.  It would seem a massive tilt toward craft away from content... and fodder for those who criticize journalism education as vocational training.  Am I missing something?

Communication Faculty Salaries at Low End

The American Association of University Professors took the average salaries of new assistant professors and those of  full professors of English in 2001-2  as a base and compared these with the salaries of  faculty members in other disciplines.   In both ranks, communications faculty members fared poorly in the comparisons.   (See ACADEME 3-4/04 issue.)




Assistant Professor

The following are the percentages of the salaries in various fields as compared to the new English assistant professor (100 percent):




Lower

  
Visual and performing arts

96.0%


History



98.8


Foreign language and literature
99.2




Higher


Philosophy and religion

100.2%


Communications


105.5


Parks, recreation, fitness studies
105.9


Social sciences


106.3


Education



106.8


Architecture



106.9


Psychology



109.7


Home economics


109.7

 
The list continues to the top three:


Law and legal studies


168.2%


Computer and information sciences   169.7


Business management


213.5




Full Professor


The following are the percentages of salaries in various fields as compared to the salary of the professor of English (100 percent).




Lower


Visual and performing arts

84.8%


Foreign language and literature
89.2


Home economics


91.6



Agricultural sciences


91.8


Philosophy and religion

92.3


Education



93.4


History



93.6


Communications


93.7


Architecture



94.3


Conservation



94.4


Parks, recreation, fitness studies
96.1


Social sciences


97.6


Mathematics



99.7



        
Higher


Area, ethnic and cultural studies        100.2%


Biological and life sciences

100.4


Agricultural business and prod.          101.3


The list continues to the top three:


Computer and information sciences    119.1%


Business management


 134.3


Law and legal studies


 144.5

A Personal Story


Intentional Deception--Innocents Beware

As those of you who use News Reporting and Writing, 9th edition, may know I cite three of Jack Kelley’s stories from USA Today as examples of enterprising reporting and dramatic writing.  These three are among the stories Kelley is accused of fabricating in whole or in part.  Obviously, they will not be used in the print textbook of the 10th edition now in preparation, and they will be deleted from the CD NRW Plus that is wrapped with the textbook.  I’m also deleting a photo from the CD Kelley sent me that he said was of a young woman who drowned while trying to escape from Cuba.


The woman, USA Today learned, is alive and well, working in a Florida hotel.


I am also deleting Rick Bragg’s account of the aftermath of the Oklahoma City bombing.  This is one of the stories that editors at The New York Times learned Bragg had written not from on-the-scene reporting but from his hotel room where he put his inimitable gloss on stringer material and the stories other reporters had written.  


I’ll discuss Kelley and Bragg in Chapter 27 “The Morality of Journalism.” 


I don’t know what moves journalists to embellish, to borrow, to invent.  Jayson Blair--often drug and alcohol addled--clearly needed psychological help.  But the other reporters whose fabrications and plagiarisms are familiar to us…why? 

 In the old days, invention was part of the playbook for reporters. Unless you visit a used book store, you probably won’t find Ben Hecht’s Gaily, Gaily, his account of the inventive stories he wrote during his Chicago newspaper days. The flavor of those days is captured in Hecht and Charles MacArthur’s Front Page, a play whose life was extended by Hollywood versions.  Many of the feature stories of those days were 90 percent fiction, 10 percent fact. 



A Fabricated Lead  


To return to News Reporting and Writing, 9th edition, see the second page of  Chapter 5, “The Lead,” p.112,  where I use as an example of terse perfection one of the most-cited leads:

What price glory? Two eyes, two legs, an arm--$12 a month.

This was the beginning of a story St. Clair McKelway wrote for the Washington Herald in 1924 about the pension of a World War I veteran. It was a tear-jerker, sufficiently well-written to be anthologized in The Best News Stories of 1924.


This, too, will need clarification in the tenth edition, thanks to some diligent digging by Frank Herron of The Post-Standard of Syracuse, N.Y. The story under this  lead turns out to be mostly McKelway’s invention, as McKelway himself pointed out in a piece he did for  the June 1, 1957 issue of  The New Yorker, “What Price Glory?”


McKelway wrote that in those days human-interest stories were big with readers, especially if they were about animals.  “Human interest stories could also be about people,” he wrote, “but the people had to be unfortunate in some way.”  Fortune smiled on McKelway. His city editor at the Herald received a letter about a disabled WW I veteran, blind, legless and with one arm who claimed government red tape prevented him from a decent pension.  Unfortunate indeed. 


McKelway found the basement room the veteran shared with a buddy. The buddy did most of the talking, McKelway wrote. “I didn’t listen carefully and made only a few notes.  The story, after all, was half written in my head.  I only wanted a framework of facts on which to hang the garlands of my prose.”


McKelway was following the old newsroom adage: “Never let the facts get in the way of a good story.” 




 The Real Story


But truth will out…eventually.  And McKelway in his New Yorker article 34 years later said that after his piece appeared he received a letter from the US Pension Office telling him that the veteran had indeed been injured in service.  During training in the Philippines, a gun had backfired and the young soldier was treated for burns and recovered after three days in the hospital.  His blindness and loss of  an arm and his legs,  the Pension office wrote McKelway, were not connected with his service injury but the result, as McKelway wrote, of the veteran’s having “contracted two diseases of the kind I recognized as being unmentionable.” 

Sound Off: Colleagues Vent 
We’re too Academic… Budget Blues…Textbook?..
   Teaching Rewards…Student Evaluations…

      Balance the Curriculum… 

(Sound Off is a new feature in Update.  Contributions are credited where requested.) 





I



           No Passion

What’s missing in journalism education is the passion of a journalist’s pen touching the soul. We don’t hear a lot of  “What in the Hell are we doing here?” Maybe it’s because journalism education has become too “academic” and has lost its passion.

                      II


 Bloody Budget Battles




The head of the journalism program has had to fight, and I do mean fight, virtually every bloody step of the way for the past 18 years, for any measure of respect that we’ve been afforded by the ‘academy.’  Most of the time they seem to begrudge our presence, as though we’re just—with apologies to George  Goble—the skills-oriented brown shoes to their academic black tuxedo. At heart is their thinly veiled presumption, a fundamental disdain based on the notion that we’re anti-intellectual. Or maybe it’s that we’re all just getting tired. I have a great program, and every year I have to do these dumb budget hearings. I really want to say, ‘If you don’t like us, kill us, but stop jacking us around all the time.’

                                      III

Textbooks: Necessary or not?

I have tried doing without a textbook from time to time over many years, but keep coming back to the conclusion that the majority of the students need the emotional stability of a text.

It’s something they have been trained to use, can buy it (signaling some opening ceremony for the course), can use it to see in advance the big issues or topics for the course, and can use it to consult about something I might have brushed over too quickly in a lecture.  And, in the end, if they decide to continue in the major, they can keep the book as an early tome in their professional library.  That library becomes part of the accoutrements of demonstrated professionalism.  (I still have my old copies of MacDougall around somewhere.)






--J.T.Johnson, San Francisco State University



  
 
 IV 

The Sorrows of Teaching 

 Don’t expect gratification for the endless hours you spend on student copy, the office time you devote to listening to their excuses and their lamentations, the classroom lectures you laboriously prepared which they seem to sleep through. Here’s what Clifton Fadiman, the book critic and one of the founders of the Book of the Month Club said: 

It takes at least a couple of decades for a man to discover he was well taught.
 

      V
Student Evaluations

After I learned of the existence of Pick-a-Prof (see Update V), I checked on what it said about me and my teaching.  The negatives were based on the fact that I am a hard grader and that I am demanding.


So, I went to Pick-a-Prof and wrote my side, as any good reporter would do. I wrote that, of course, I am demanding: I demand that students learn.  And I am tough because the world is tough, and students have to learn to live with that.


Although the department head and the dean rely upon student evaluation of teacher and course, I pay little attention to what my students say about me. They fuss and carry on because I make them rewrite until I can understand what they are talking about.


As a result, they learn to be precise, clear, objective, and accurate. After all, regardless of what information you have or how smart you are, if you cannot explain what you know, the information is almost worthless.




--Douglas Perret Starr, TexasA&M University

VI

Balance the Curriculum


We can be pulled to either extreme in the issue over the proper direction for journalism (and mass communication) education.  I have heard criticisms of the program where I did my undergraduate work in news journalism that in recent years it has focused too much on theory and such and has de-emphasized  the writing experience.  And I understand the opposite notion that total focus on the mechanics does not deserve academic respect.

I subscribe to the idea—perhaps outdated during the ten years since I retired—that a foundation in the arts and sciences (both social and natural) is a prerequisite to journalistic training and practice, indeed for work in any mass communication area.  Admittedly, that does not leave a large amount of undergraduate hours for study in journalism.  So the challenge is to provide the richest experience in the hours available. 


This model, I suspect, satisfies no one except a few of us old guys who saw it work pretty well in our professional lives.




--Bruce Roche, emeritus, University of Alabama

Activist Journalism


A colleague takes exception to the concept of activist journalism, the idea that the journalist is morally required to “make news.” 


“That feeds the perception that the media are biased,” she writes. 


In defense, here is something Thomas Griffith, long a Time magazine editor wrote years ago:



On the Seattle newspaper where I once worked, an 


  only-the facts-ma’am style of writing prevailed. In the


  areas we were allowed to report about, we were confined


  to the barren facts; the result was that the most conscientious


  reader hardly knew what was going on in the city.

An Issue to Enliven Our Ho-Hum Publications
What Should the Journalism Graduate Know?
Where are the assertions and the retorts, the claims and the refutations, the charges and rebuttals, the accusations and the defenses about journalism and journalism education that we used to read in the good old day?  What’s happened to robust debate?  These days our publications seem to be filled with tepid pieces whose utility may be confined to a line on a vita. 

I wondered how many journalism educators read these pieces and I asked three contributors to a forum in one of our esteemed journals whether they had responses from readers. One of the authors said he had a single response—mine.  

  Are these journal pieces being read? Or do we in journalism education find they have little application to instruction or the practice of journalism? John Merrill suggested an answer when he wrote a few years ago in Quill that the majority of the research being published has little significance for either journalism education or journalism. 

For starters, why not a discussion of what we are accrediting when we graduate a student?  Can we identify the background knowledge that journalism students should command on graduation?  Beyond some basic ability to fashion a news story and a knowledge of presentation techniques and media technology, what should the journalist know?  A few starters:




*How local government is structured.


*An understanding of the interplay between the service-demanding   and the taxpayer constituencies in public life.




*The path from arrest to trial.




*How the city, the county and local schools are financed.

*Some of the accomplishments and the failures of journalists in  our past.




 *An idea of the morality involved in journalistic practice.


 An editor friend  said he was saddened to find that some of his recent job applicants know nothing about regressive-progressive taxes; the difference between jail and prison, felony and misdemeanor, robbery and burglary, bonds and stocks; had never heard of plea bargaining; don’t know what a mill levy is.  He gives a “terms test” to applicants along with a writing test.  Here are some of the terms he asks applicants to define:




dividend

earnings




rap sheet

arraignment




plea bargain

probation




property tax

expense budget




variance

city manager



commercial zoning
assessed value




SEC


NEA




NLRB


FCC




NBA 


CDC

Class Discussion

Financing the Schools

A nation-wide campaign by an anti-tax organization and others is seeking to shift the burden for school financing from the property, sales and income taxes to the so-called sin taxes. In Texas, the governor wants to make patrons of topless bars pay an extra $5 for admission, the money to be used for teaching Jackie and Johnny the multiplication table and subject-verb agreement.  

 “He wants to give billions of dollars in property tax reductions to the most affluent homeowners while making up part of the revenue loss through a vast expansion of legal gambling, increasing cigarette taxes by $1 a pack, raising taxes on alcoholic drinks and collecting a tax of at least $5 each time a patron enters a topless bar,” reports David Cay Johnston in The New York Times (4/21/04).

“Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, Tennessee, Utah and West Virginia are among the states that have shifted part of the cost of schooling from income, sales and property taxes to levies on gambling and nude or topless dances in the last few years,” says Johnston. Other states are considering the transfer of the tax burden, some by making video lottery games available state-wide. 

Johnston writes that there is “a growing sophistication among the wealthiest individual and corporate taxpayers in escaping state levies.  In Oregon, for example, most major businesses pay only the $10 minimum corporate income tax each year.”  Texas does not have a state income tax. 

Discussion—School financing has been tinkered with in many states for years. In California, a referendum capped the property tax, with the result that the state’s once impressive schools are now considered below average in educating youngsters.

Journalists have been instrumental in some states in changing the allocation of school funding.  They revealed that schools in poor areas with little taxable property were underfinanced while schools in areas with considerable taxable property had better-paid teachers, spacious gyms, after-school activities. 

What’s happening in your state? Is this effort to do away with the property, income and sales tax for funding education worth journalistic attention? If so, how would you go about covering the issue?

Senator Kerry and Abortion
John Kerry, the Democratic presidential candidate and a Catholic, is an avowed supporter of abortion rights, a stance that has put him in conflict with Roman Catholic doctrine.  

“Abortion should be rare, but it should be safe and legal, and the government should stay out of the bedrooms,” he said. In reference to President Bush’s anti-abortion position, Kerry added, “We are going to have a change in leadership in this country to protect the right of choice.”

In response to Kerry’s position, a high-ranking Vatican cardinal said that a Catholic who supports abortion “is not fit” to receive Communion. The cardinal, Francis Arinze, said that bishops in the United States would have to decide how to handle the matter of Kerry’s Communion.   “The norm of the church is clear,” he said. “The Catholic Church exists in the United States and there are bishops there.  Let them interpret it.”

When he was asked whether Catholic politicians who support abortion should take Communion, he replied, “The person is not fit.” One bishop, Archbishop Raymond L. Burk of St. Louis, said he would refuse Kerry Communion. On the other hand, Cardinal Theodore E. McCarrick of Washington, the chairman of the committee of bishops studying the relations between church teachings and Catholic politicians, cautioned the Catholic hierarchy about telling Catholics how to vote by naming candidates for church sanctions.


In a related development, the governor of New Jersey, James E. McGreevey, announced he would not receive Communion because of his position on several political issues that the church opposes: abortion, domestic partnership for gay couples and the use of human stem cells in medical research. The bishops of Camden and Trenton said that McGreevey is not a devout Catholic because of his support for these causes. The archbishop of Newark declared in a five-page statement published in the archdiocesan newspaper that elected officials cause the church “scandal” by supporting abortion.

Discussion—1. Is this situation worth following up locally?


         2. If  so, how would you go about localizing it?  


Assignments

 Critical Shortage
 American college students aren’t interested in studying engineering or the physical sciences.  From 1990 to 2000, U.S. firms increasingly relied on foreign workers. The jobs filled by foreign workers in these fields went from 14 percent to 22 percent.  At the doctoral level, the jump was from 24 to 38 percent.  The shortage is becoming critical because of immigration restrictions since 9/11. The National Science Board recommends federal subsidies for students in the two fields to attract U.S. students. 

Assignment-- Track the changes in the majors of students at your school.  Does the pattern support the Board’s contention that U.S. students are not selecting engineering and the physical sciences?  Track the enrollment of foreign students in these fields at your school.

Married Clergy?

Increasing numbers of parishes lack priests, and only a married clergy can cope with the problem, says a new Catholic organization, Priests’ Forum for Eucharist.  The newly formed organization intends to press the church to allow optional celibacy. The latest survey, made last summer, showed that 3,040 parishes of the 19,081 in the United States lacked resident pastors.  The Priests’ Forum, says it has about a thousand members.  Pope John Paul II and American bishops reject the idea of dropping celibacy as a requirement for the clergy.

Assignment—Survey religious leaders and lay Catholics about the proposal.

Writers on Technique and Style

The great temptation is to do what I call “fine writing,” the beautiful mellow phrases and the carefully chosen words. That I must avoid like the plague; only the simple words; only the straight clear sentences. I am terribly frightened of “style.”






--Martha Gellhorn, journalist, quoted in






Gellhorn: A Twentieth Century Life by 






Caroline Moorehead


Find a subject you care about and which in your heart feel others should care about.  It is in this genuine caring, not just your games with language, which will be the most compelling element in your style.






--Kurt Vonnegut

Technique holds a reader from sentence to sentence, but only content will stay in his mind.





--Joyce Carol Oates

Note—This is the last edition of Update for this school year.  If you have suggestions for improvement, let me know.

This summer I will be working on the tenth edition of News Reporting and Writing.  For inclusion in the NRW Workbook I welcome your favorite exercises and assignments.  Full credit, of course.   McGraw Hill is planning to publish the NRW Workbook as a CD wrapped with the textbook, or make it web-based, at no extra cost.  We will also include an interactive news simulation exercise.  

