


Update VI



Journalism Education’s



  Inferiority Complex

At  AEJMC in Kansas City, colleagues at a panel grappled with the subject:” Do Journalism Schools Belong in Universities?”  I was not there, but two of the panelists sent me their comments.  Here is an abbreviated version of what they said:


Gene Burd—Journalism belongs in universities because it provides good liberal arts instruction, offers needed writing skills and educates students about the First Amendment and freedom of the press.  He expressed alarm over “the seeming failure of teachers and students to connect the substance and craft through the 75-25 formula of undergraduate accreditation.”  He said that journalism education should decline to “take on the huge chore of being a corrective writing lab for the university as a whole.”


Carol Oukrop—Journalism education is important because “people all over the world spend an astonishing amount of their time with the mass media, and this demands that work in the media be ‘done right.’”   Though she would like to believe that the question of belonging on the campus is not a major issue, “There is clearly evidence to the contrary (Texas A&M) etc.)”  When journalism programs isolate themselves they become “lopoffable,” and she suggested the programs try to have their courses accepted for the social sciences “or maybe even for humanities credit.” J&MC programs must “earn and maintain the right to be part of the university.”

                                  Anxiety Rampant
 
 Can you visualize a conference of law, medical or business schools asking whether their programs have a rightful claim to status as a university discipline?  We seem to suffer from a continuing state of anxiety that might be alleviated if we would discuss our purpose as journalism educators and settle on the means to achieve it.   


It seems obvious that for the education of practitioners our task is to provide students with the background knowledge and the technical competence that will enable them to analyze the situations they confront and then to synthesize their findings in a form that is clear, fair and comprehensive.

  Unfortunately, the emphasis in too many programs is on the synthesizing—instructing students in the various ways and means of presenting information.    These are the programs that give encouragement to the critics of journalism education, and they are the programs that deserve merciful euthanasia to prevent further harm to students and to journalistic practice. 



    Blend Subject Matter and Content
 A recent issue of a journalism monthly contains a lengthy discussion about  convergence journalism in a curriculum.  Typical of many pieces about curricular change, there is little about the subject matter the student should be taught in reporting and writing classes,  how to go about the difficult task of blending analysis and synthesis, substance and technique in  the new curriculum.  

              Any literate college student can soon master the variety of writing styles contemporary journalistic practice requires, as those of us with experience in the media can attest.  It takes time, though, for students to amass the general knowledge and specific information essential to journalistic work. This material can and should be presented in the basic reporting and writing classes, supplemented by a set of non-journalism courses.



Required Non-Journalism Courses

  Except for a few programs, journalism educators have been reluctant to require specific courses outside the journalism curriculum so long as the AEJMC 75:25, liberal arts: journalism course requirement is met.  But some universities allow students to graduate with a slew of electives and with no foreign language, mathematics or physical science.  (Side comment: French primary-grade students are required to study two European Union languages along with French.)

Would it be too great a burden on journalism majors to require two years of a foreign language, a year of college mathematics and courses in sociology, psychology, geography, municipal government and a physical science before they are credentialed?  Is the reluctance to establish a course-specific curriculum the fear that journalism enrollment would shrink as students flocked to less demanding majors? 






Worth Passing on




    To Students


R,C.Longworth, a senior correspondent for the Chicago Tribune, retired from the paper with a salute to journalism.  Here are some excerpts from his column that appeared in the Nov. 2 issue:



A reporter’s notebook is a passport to a lifelong 


education. Most journalists would do this seductive work


for nothing (a fact not lost on publishers, who tend


to pay accordingly). What we do for a living is find the


most interesting events of the day and go look at them, 


or the most interesting people and go talk to them. Each


day blooms unpredictably, with nothing sure other than it will


be amusing or enlightening, usually both.



The best journalism often doesn’t tell people anything


they don’t already know. But it tells them why…they look to


journalists to take the world’s cold data and make it human and


comprehensible.



My philosophical lodestar is a 20th Century Viennese named


Karl Popper whose two-volume magnum opus, “The Open Society and its


Enemies,” is a sustained attack on totalitarianism and a ringing defense of free

inquiry, the right to criticize and to question, the responsibility to oppose and

debate, the messy virtues of democratic openness—what he called “the open 


society.”



If there is a danger in this country now, it lies in the sapping of


institutions—in judges selected not to uphold the law but to follow


a political agenda, in a Congress willing to abandon its independence to 

a messianic White House, in a Treasury Department or CIA that bends


its expertise to presidential whim, in a Washington press corps that 


prizes its television appearances too much to risk questioning the


political fad of the moment, in regulators who neglect to regulate and in an 


opposition that fears to oppose.


Journalism—finding out what’s going on and telling it to the world—


is hard work. I’ve been blessed to work with newspaper people who 


work long hours, for less pay than their considerable brains could


command in a normal job, because they truly believe in their trade as


a bulwark against the abuse of power.



        

  Journalism History:



     
         Requirement or Elective?


A colleague reports that the journalism history course at the University of Kansas is no longer required, that it was made an elective to make room for the demands of the convergence curriculum.  He wonders whether other programs require history or also have relegated it to an elective. 


It would seem that without a grounding in journalism’s past students are deprived of role models as well as of an understanding of journalism’s evolution toward becoming   a profession.  Every area of study that makes a claim to status as a university discipline pays attention to its past, distant and recent.

Brian Greene, the Columbia physics professor who wrote and who appears in Nova’s series on string theory, says the great influences in his life are:

Isaac Newton—“It is just astounding how deeply he saw into the nature of the universe.” 



Albert Einstein—“We all revere him as a great scientist, but it’s not until 

you examine his work in detail that your breath gets taken away. He really recast   our entire view of the universe just by mental power alone. That’s pretty astounding.”

In a profile of the long-time Washington correspondent Sarah McClendon in the May/June Columbia Journalism Review, Roberta Oster Sachs writes that she was one of McClendon’s interns: 

I remember McClendon shaking her finger in my face, and barking in her East Texas drawl, ‘Don’t be afraid to ask the president a question.  It’s his job to answer your questions, and your responsibility to ask them.  The citizens, she would say, including veterans, minorities, welfare mothers, and children, have a right to know what their government is doing….
 Her tenacity, commitment to her readers, and fearlessness inspired me to become a journalist and, I expect, other women as well.  Women journalists know they can make a difference, and we’re a chorus now. When I read Jill Abramson

or watch Andrea Mitchell or Christine Amanpour, or take the solid journalism of any number of less famous but equally dedicated women, I think of Sarah McClendon shouting to be heard.
Class Discussion: When you mention journalists to your students, what names pop up?  Have they heard of Bennett, Day, Pulitzer, Hearst, Tarbell,  Steffens, Wells (Ida B.)?  Or of more recent practitioners—Murrow, Davis, Cronkite, Bigart, Smith (Red), McGill, Patterson? 




              Briefs


*Obituaries— Joining a string of other papers trying to increase revenue, The Des Moines Register has dropped free obituaries, Herb Strentz of Drake reports. The paper runs eight lines free and charges $3.75 a line for the rest of the obit.

Class Discussion: What’s the policy of your local newspaper?  If it runs paid obituaries, how does it decide whose death merits a news story (no charge) and whose should be paid for? When, let’s say, an ex-mayor dies, does the newspaper seek payment for the portion of the obit describing services for her?


*Coddled Students—In response to an item in Update V, Ted Pease of Utah State sent an article that Professor Jacob Neusner, S.J., wrote for the student newspaper at Brown University some years ago.  Neusner, a professor of religious studies, described his piece as  a commencement address he knew would never be delivered.


Neusner was  disturbed by what he saw as an erosion of standards among faculty and students.  Here are a few sentences from his address:



For four years we created an altogether forgiving



world,  in which whatever slight effort you gave was all



that was demanded.  When you did not keep appointments



we made new ones.  When your work came in beyond 



the deadline, we pretended not to care.




When you tossed on our desks writing upon 



which you had not labored, we read it and even responded,



as though you had earned a response.


For the entire piece, contact tpease@cc.usu.edu.
*Money Grubbing—A recent advertisement for an opening at a Midwestern journalism school includes this requirement: “clear potential for securing external research support.”  Only applicants with appropriate degrees, research history and a begging bowl need apply.

*Study Time—Only 33 percent of college freshmen report that they spent six or more hours a week doing homework in their senior year of high school. Sixteen percent

studied less than an hour a week. 


Both are record lows, says the Higher Education Research Institute at UCLA.  Despite the scant study time, 44.1 percent of the college freshmen said they had an A average in high school.

*The Best?—In his review of Best Newspaper Writing 2002: Winners of the American Society of Newspaper Editors Competition,  James Boylan writes in the Columbia Journalism Review that while “there is much here that is encouraging…yet there are troubling aspects.  Foremost is the evidence here that to be a star in newspaper writing one must at all costs avoid writing a straight news story…. Among all the worthy stories reprinted here…only one, by a team from the Los Angeles Times, is a comprehensive, full-scale account of a news event.


“By definition, it appears the best newspaper writing is not news writing.”


*The Joy of Journalism—Glen Bleske of the University of California at Chico writes:
 In my reporting classes, I use every opportunity to talk about those things that excite me about journalism.  Too much of the time, journalism educators focus on the “how we do journalism.” I also think we need to share with students the “why we do journalism,” especially why journalism can feel so good.

I end the semester with a little speech in which I talk about “making a difference”  by being a journalist.  I get so worked up that I usually have a lump in my throat.  In my advance classes, I show the clip from the end of “Deadline USA,” featuring Bogart extolling the values of a free press.
I think my joy of journalism approach helps me be a better teacher.  Proof?  I have had a dozen or so public relations students change to the newspaper major after taking my classes.  They all tell me the same thing: they were attracted  by the journalism ethic.”

*Missing—Discussion and Debate—A colleague writes to say that a piece he submitted to Jourmalism and Mass Communications Educator was rejected because,  the editor told him,  the journal  does not run “opinion pieces.”  In his article, the instructor worried that the few “humanities courses in the journalism curriculum may be squeezed out to make room for the technicians.”


The contents of Journalism Educator these days seem a pale and deadly imitation of Journalism Quarterly.  Missing is the liveliness of journalism itself, the thrust and parry of the contending voices in journalism education.


An Eighth News Value—We all know the standard news values that determine newsworthiness—timeliness, impact, prominence, proximity, conflict, the unusual, currency.  I have added another, necessity.  The seven standard measures call out for coverage.  The eighth is of the journalist’s making; he or she has discovered something that plays on the journalist’s conscience and demands disclosure. The journalist feels it is necessary to dig out the story:  
 The Boston Globe documents racial profiling by local police;  The Sun Herald in Biloxi, Miss., reveals staggering caseloads in the state Department of Human Services;  KHOU-TV in Houston finds a history of errors in DNA lab tests by the Houston Police Department that sent innocent people to prison, some to death row;  the Portland (Maine) Press Herald examines records of the state’s care for mentally ill children  and finds chaos—some children had to wait years for help and some were placed in detention because of the lack of proper facilities. 

Class Discussion: What campus or local situation requires disclosure?   How would you go about reporting the situation?

*Big Money—The Chronicle of Higher Education reports that three current  private university presidents earn more than $800,000 a year: 



Shirley Ann Jackson, Rennsselaer  Polytechnic Institute
$891,400.



Gordon Gee, Vanderbilt University



$852,023



Judith Rodin, University of Pennsylvania


$845,474


Over all, the heads of 27 private institutions earn more than $500,000 a year.  Twelve public universities pay their presidents more than $500,000 a year.   The highest paid is Mary Sue Coleman, $677,500 of the University of Michigan.   A fourth of the presidents of public universities earn more than $400,000 a year.

Assignments

*Evolution Prevails—The Texas State Board of Education resisted attempts by religious conservatives to reconsider the adoption of high school biology textbooks.  The textbooks, the opponents of adoption contended, do not present alternatives to the theory of evolution nor discuss what they described as “flaws in Darwinian theory.”  Over the years, Texas has been embroiled in a battle over the adoption of biology and other textbooks.


Assignment: How does your state adopt school textbooks?  Have there been any disputes about textbooks adoptions?
              *Grade Inflation-Professor Stuart Rojstaczer has been tracking grade inflation and reports his findings on his web site—www.gradeinflation.com. The site contains mean grade-point averages over the past 30 years for many schools.


He says that grade inflation has been caused by the emergence of a “consumer-based culture.  Students are paying more for the product every year, and increasingly they want and get a good grade for their purchase.”



Assignment : Trace the average grades at your school over the past 30 years.  What do administrators and faculty members think of the pattern?

*Adjunct Instructors—Increasing numbers of adjunct instructors are being hired by colleges and universities as a way of avoiding the costs of full-time instructors.   These part-timers are paid anywhere from $3,500 to $l5,000 a course, and to make ends meet they often hustle from one institution to another during the week.   As a consequence, they are rarely available for students after class.
Some adjuncts have organized to form unions, and others have formed independent organizations to press their claims for better pay and for benefits.

Assignment: Interview a part-timer about his/her life as an adjunct.

   * Fair-Unfair Taxes—The Institute on Taxation and Economic Policy, a nonpartisan research group based in Washington, D.C., has ranked states according to “their relative tax progressivity.”  (In a progressive tax system the burden falls fairly on all taxpayers; in a regressive system, middle income taxpayers and the poor bear a greater tax burden than the rich.)  The findings:


                            Most Regressive                                       Most   Progressive
    Florida, South Dakota, Tennessee,                      California, Delaware, Montana, 

    Texas, Washington                                                Vermont
Assignment: Is your state’s tax system regressive or progressive? Interview  economics and political science faculty members for their views.

*Domestic Violence—One in four women report being battered at home or in the workplace.


Assignment: What is the local figure?  Are there any programs to cope with the situation?

*Banned Books—The American Library Association reports that of the almost 8,000 complaints about school  library books 1990-2000, l,600 concerned  sexual content, 1,425 offensive language, 1,250 unsuited to age group.  The Harry Potter series garnered the most objections for their focus on “wizardry and magic.”


Assignment: Have there been any efforts to challenge books in local school or city libraries?

*Adoption Laws—Increasing numbers of adoptees are asking for information about their biological parents, but some states seal such information.  



Assignment: What is the situation in your state?

.
            *Reparations—Michael Dawson of Harvard and Rovana Popoff of the University of Chicago polled whites and blacks about whether they support federal initiatives—apologies and monetary payments—for slavery.  


Should the U.S. government:
           





Black                  White

    Apologize to African         
            Yes
  79%                       30%

  Americans for slavery?

     Pay monetary reparations             Yes 
    67%             
 4%

   to African Americans 

    for slavery? 


Assignment: Survey students and faculty members in separate polls for their 
views on these subjects.


(Comments and contributions are welcome. Send to mm55@columbia.edu.)
