                                 Update VII   
       Storytelling and Truthtelling

 Blending Style and Substance
To catch up with the popular taste for entertainment, journalism has expanded the standard feature story into storytelling, narrative writing designed to spin yarns that will capture and hold readers.  Our magazines devote columns, even full issues, to expounding the virtues and the methods of storytelling. Journalism educators follow the trend. 

The old news feature has morphed into the narrative.  No question that some excellent work has been done with this form. But something has been lost in the translation, an understanding of when the form is applicable—discrimination, perhaps taste. Simply put, there are events that do not lend themselves to the new form, and bending them into narrative shape can be misleading and turn us away from confronting reality.




A Distraction
“Is there a style in which the truth cannot be told?” asks Wyatt Mason in a recent issue of The New Republic.  Mason is commenting on an article in The New York Times Magazine  by Colson Whitehead in which Whitehead recalls staring at the burning World Trade Center towers:



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

into itself, crouching beneath the trees and out of  frame.
Mason then comments:


A sigh, that gentlest 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.


As 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 from the thing described and attracts us 

instead to the description.
Turn from Seriousness
In his “New Year’s Resolutions” column in The New York Times, Paul Krugman  chides journalists  for having “focused on personalities” in the 2000 presidential election and wonders how they will cover 2004 politics:  “...will the coverage of the election reflect its seriousness?” he asks. 
Among his suggestions to reporters:




Actually look at the candidates’ policy proposals.




Beware of personal anecdotes.




Look at the candidates’ records.



Don’t fall for political histrionics.      
 “Don’t talk about clothes,” Krugman writes.  “I don’t know why some journalists seem so concerned about politicians’ clothes as opposed to, say, their policy proposals.”  Within a week of Krugman’s column, reporters were speculating about the reasons Wesley Clark changed his attire from suits to sweaters.  
Discuss & Assign
Here are some assignments that require students to dig into substantive matters.  You and the class can decide whether they lend themselves to storytelling. 

                               Your Community
*Education-- We know that the path to success is eased by a successful education.   Yet by most measurements public schools are failing to educate. The latest (2003) scores from the National Assessment of Educational Progress are dismal:



The national averages—based on a sample


      of students from 10 metropolitan areas—showed that 

                  only 31 percent of fourth-graders and  27 percent of


      eighth-graders scored at proficiency or above in mathematics.

                         The highest scores were recorded by students in

the Charlotte, N.C., metropolitan area—4l percent for fourth graders and 32 percent for eighth graders.

       Assignment: What are the math and reading scores in the latest NAEP tests for your schools?  
Many believe that a major cause for failure is inadequate financial support. John Robert Warren, a professor of education at the University of Minnesota, attributes the decline in educational attainment to a dwindling commitment to education by politicians and the public “to making sure that every kid has access to a decent education.”

  Assignment: How is your school system financed; is the school budget adequate for the needs?  Who are the major players in the school budgeting process and what are their interests and concerns?  How have these interests affected school financing? Does the system attract and keep good teachers?

*The Municipal Budget—Drafting and adopting the city budget is the most important task of local government.  It is a statement of what the community intends to do about services for residents, whether to borrow money or to increase taxes, its plans for the future.

Assignment: How do the community officials balance the ongoing conflicts among the service-demanding constituencies, taxpayers, and the several institutional groups such as city workers in making the budget? At what stage is the budget for the coming year? Who are involved in the process and what are their interests and concerns? 
*Reading—A recent study found that the average person spends 24 minutes a day reading--newspapers, books, magazines, TV Guide, etc.-- and more than five hours a day looking at television and listening to the radio.

Class Assignment—Survey local reading and viewing/listening habits.
*Soft Drinks—The Philadelphia School District has banned the sale of carbonated soft drinks in vending machines and in lunchrooms throughout the public school system. Beginning July 1, the schools must sell fruit juices, milk, water and flavored milk drinks instead of sodas.    

The average 12-ounce soft drink contains the equivalent of 10 teaspoons of sugar.  The American Academy of Pediatrics is urging all school districts to restrict the sale of soft drinks. 
Assignment: What is your school system doing about the sale of soft drinks?

                                   TYPE CHANGE?
As I prepared this issue of Update, a

colleague suggested that I switch from Times 

New Roman, a serif type, to a sans serif type, which, she said, is easier to read.
She suggested Arial.  This paragraph and the first paragraph in Soft Drinks above are set in Arial.


She also suggested Verdana, in which this paragraph and the second and third paragraphs above are set.


What do you think?

*Young Readers--The current issue (Winter 2003) of Nieman Reports has a major section, “Can Newspapers Reach the Young?”  in which the quarterly describes the attempts by some newspapers to reach young readers.  The section begins:
Newspaper reading isn’t a daily habit for most



young people. Instead they catch headlines on web 



sites, share opinions on Weblogs, and see breaking news



alerts along TV scroll bars. Nor do they think they should

pay for news reporting….






 









 Assignment: What—if anything—is your local newspaper doing to try to reach young readers? Do the schools encourage students to keep up with current events by reading newspapers?

                                                              Your Campus
 
*College and university faculty members donated a quarter of a million dollars to the presidential campaigns of George Bush and Howard Dean for the first three quarters of 2003, the Center for Responsive Politics reports.  Top campuses:


         Bush


1. University of Texas          $31,850


2. University of Cincinnati     18,500


3. Vanderbilt University         14,500


4. University of Chicago  
 11,500


5. Stanford University 
   9,500


         Dean


1. University of California
$51,124


2. Harvard University 

  24,150


3. Emory University
         
  16,050


4. Stanford University
      
  15,000


5. Dartmouth College

  14,050

Assignment: Check the Center for donations from members of your faculty.  Have any faculty members or students organized support for a presidential candidate? 
*Charity and generosity are in short supply on campuses, some studies have shown. 
Assignment:  Are there any organized service organizations on your campus, and if so how many students participate?  What are the results of charity campaigns on campus?  
The Chronicle of Philanthropy reports that the well-to-do are tightfisted when it comes to giving:

      Income               % of income given to charity

$70,000-plus



3.3

$50,000-69,999


5.6

$30-49,999



8.9
*Rudeness has become common in many workplaces, say researchers. “Competition makes it more difficult to be civil,” says Jeffrey E. Garten, dean of the Yale School of Management.  Where does this lack of civility originate?

On college campuses, says Gregory S. Prince Jr., president of Hampshire College in Amherst, Mass. “I think there is an overexpansion of the importance of individuality on some campuses,” he said. “That can lead to a lack of sensitivity for the needs of others,” The New York Times quotes Prince as saying.
Merchants in college towns say they have noticed a decline in courtesy by students patronizing their stores.

Class Assignment: Take the courtesy quotient of students on your campus by interviewing faculty members, merchants, students and administrators.
*College applications are increasingly being made online.  About 30 percent of this year’s freshman class applied online. Some schools encourage online applications by offering reduced fees to online applicants. 
Assignment: Is there a story in how your college handles applications for admission?


   
 *Student guides are gaining in popularity.  These student-written publications offer information about professors and their courses, often in a less-than-somber tone.  Some present a sketch of student life:

Smart to the point of geeky is what I heard and what I expected and what I see—University of Chicago.

Nine of the 10 girls in San Diego are pretty and the 10th one goes to U.C.S.D.—University of California, San Diego.

Weed falls from the sky—New York University

For a school without a football team, we have a ton of really big and buff guys.—State University of New York, Binghamton




Class Assignment: For a feature, the class might gather comments on students and student life at your institution.


*Coaches on many campuses make two and three times the salary of the university president.  When Iowa State basketball coach Larry Eustachy’s partying made news, the public was fascinated by more than his cuddling female students: Eustachy had a  $1.l million  annual package, four times the salary of the university president. Small change, compared to Tubby Smith’s contract to coach basketball at the University of Kentucky—eight years at $20 million, or $2.5 million a year.
 The salary for many coaches does not tell the full story.  Perks include free use of cars, running summer athletic camps, club memberships and incentives to make the playoffs.

 The base salary of the basketball coach at the University of Colorado, Ricardo Patten, is $153,250, but with his basketball camp and other allowances he makes $688,253 a year.  His record in 2003—10 wins, 12 losses.



 Millionaires in the BCS Bowls
 Some two dozen college football coaches are paid more than $1 million a year, and many make much more when their incentives are added—bowl appearances, for example. Of the eight teams that played in the four BCS (Bowl Championship Series) bowl games, each team’s coach earns more than $1 million a year. Seven have incentives for additional income in their contracts:
Orange Bowl: Miami, Larry Coker $1 million

Florida State, Bobby Bowden, $2 million*


Fiesta Bowl:  Ohio State, Jim Tressel, $l.3 million


           Kansas State, Bill Snyder, $1.5 million

Rose Bowl: Michigan, Lloyd Carr, $1.1million




       Southern California, $1.5 million
Sugar Bowl: Oklahoma, Bob Stoops, $2.3million



          Louisiana State, Nick Saban, $1.6 million**
      * Includes incentives

   **After LSU defeated Oklahoma 21-14, an incentive clause in Saban’s contract made him the highest paid coach in college football at a salary of at least $3.3 million a year.


It’s Winning that Counts
Fans believe that highly paid coaches make for winning teams and college administrators contend that successful intercollegiate sports subsidize the other, less revenue-producing university sports. “I think a lot of professors—guys with Ph.D.’s and 17-page resumes—do not realize that no tax dollars are being spent and that we do not believe that athletics is more important than academics,” says Lee Bertman, LSU’s athletic director.

Actually, of the 117 Division 1-A teams, only 40 percent made a profit in 2001 and without state and school subsidies only 6 percent made money, reports the NCAA.



Dredging for Players

Division 1-A is not alone in seeking winning teams, bar the financial or public-relations cost.  Some smaller schools have earned reputations as catch basins for athletes with questionable personal and academic backgrounds.
 After the University of Missouri revoked the scholarship of basketball player Ricky Clemons, several Division II teams pursued him.  Clemons’ record includes a jail term for assaulting a former girlfriend, arrests on domestic violence charges in Missouri and Idaho, questions of academic fraud after he accumulated 24 credits in a single summer to be eligible for play at Missouri and a history of problems at junior colleges in Idaho and Kansas  

 Among the teams pursuing Clemons are: Elizabeth City State in Elizabeth City, N.C., Virginia Union in Richmond and Virginia State in Petersburg. 




Integrity Compromised
“We’ve created a huge entertainment industry driven by greed,” says William C. Friday, the chairman of the Knight Foundation Commission on Intercollegiate Athletics and president emeritus of the University of North Carolina. “Name me a single company where a CEO works with someone who makes five times more than him. What kind of business is that?
“When you add it all up, what’s at stake is the integrity of the American university,” he told The New York Times. “You can’t be an example of integrity and leadership when you have television networks and shoe companies subsidizing these coaches.”
 Assignment:   How much do the football and basketball coaches make on your campus?   How costly are these programs? The information is available to your students. The form required by the government under the Equity in Athletics Disclosure Act of 1994 contains a considerable amount of newsworthy information about your campus’s athletic programs: 
+The number of athletes participating in all athletic programs,                                                                                                                  men and women.


   +The number of head and assistant coaches for all teams


   +Operating expenses


   +Recruiting expenses


   +Athletically related student aid

   +Salaries of head and assistant coaches


   +Overall revenues and expenses




Graduation Rates by Race
Graduation rates for the teams in bowl games as reported by the Institute for Diversity and Ethics in Sport at the University of Central Florida:  26 of the 56 football teams in bowl games had graduation rates for white players at least 20 percent greater than the rate for their African-American players.  Eleven of the programs had a difference of 30 percent.
Assignment: Check the graduation rates of athletes at your school. Schools are required to file their data with the NCAA.

*Internet plagiarism is said to be on the rise among students.       Assignment: What do faculty members and administrators say is 

happening on your campus?

*Many students entering four-year colleges are placed in remedial math and English classes.  At some institutions, half the freshman class is assigned to one or the other or both courses, most of them non-credit.      Some institutions have cut down on the number of remedial students by offering immersion courses in the summer.  Some have instituted reach-out programs to help high schools upgrade their education to meet college entrance requirements.

Assignment:  How many freshmen are routed to remedial classes? Has your institution devised special programs for students who want to attend a four-year school but lack the qualifications to do college-level work?
Discussion and Debate

              *Journalism Curriculum—What should journalism students be taught? When we give the journalism credential just what are we saying the graduate knows and what can he or she do in the workplace?  Once the subject of vigorous discussion, the matter of what constitutes relevant professional training now seems to be of little interest to the professorate.

We see in the journalism curriculum a proliferation of new courses such as multimedia writing, web design, graphics, narrative writing and courses that cater to the specialties of colleagues. Some content courses, once required, have become elective, if indeed they remain in the curriculum. 
Phil Meyer says in Journalism Educator that the curriculum committee at North Carolina had to consider “proposals for courses with such narrowly-defined subjects as ethical problems in sports journalism and advanced reporting for public radio.
“Every time our growth leads to approval of a new faculty slot, we have to agonize over whether to fill it with a craft person or a theory person.  The craft is almost always easier to justify because we can hear the students pounding on the doors, demanding it right now. The benefits of developing theory  for whatever new forms journalism takes are harder to see and more remote in time.
“But to yield too quickly to the pressures for craft instruction could be very dangerous. Journalism is in the process of reinventing itself, and academics need to do much more than just understand and teach the skills in their various permutations.  We have to think about the societal effects as well.”

I believe it was Thoreau who said, “We have become the tools of our tools.”  On the other hand, Carlyle wrote, “Man is a tool-using animal…. Without tools he is nothing, with tools he is all.” 

 *White House Reporting—In the January 19 New Yorker  Ken Auletta describes the trials and tribulations of covering  a suspicious Bush White House. “Fortress Bush” quotes Karl Rove, “the President’s closest political adviser” on Bush’s thinking about reporters: 



He has a cagey respect for them. He understands 



their job is to do a job.  And that’s not necessarily to



report the news. It’s to get a headline or get a 



story that will make people pay attention to their


  
magazine, newspaper, or television more.


Elizabeth Bumiller, who covers the White House for The New York Times, says of the White House, “Too often they treat us with contempt.  In comparison, the Reagan administration coddled us. This crowd has a wall up.  They never get off their talking points.”


By January l, Bush had held 11 press conferences, Auletta reports.  He quotes figures supplied by Martha Joynt  Kumar of Towson University on the record of other presidents over a similar period in their first terms:



Eisenhower—74




Kennedy—65




Johnson—80





Nixon—23



Ford—39




Carter—53




Reagan—21




George H.W.Bush—71




Clinton—38


The result, says David E. Sanger of the Times, is that reporters have to engage in “radar reporting. You’re reporting the ping, the sound that comes back.’  Dana Millbank of The Washington Post says, “There’s little time to do entrepreneurial work. It’s more a stenographic kind of a job.”


Auletta and the White House reporters raise interesting issues for class discussion.  For example: Is it the responsibility of journalists to pry and probe or to do what Millbank describes as “stenographic work,” to report only what authorities say and do?

*Spelling Refresher—A colleague who was tardy in renewing his AEJMC membership received a prodding letter from the organization that warned him:




We’d hate to loose you as a member, so please



       return your form as soon as possible.
*Math Refresher—In an editorial on diversity in newspaper employment the AEJMC NEWS   reports that the number of minority workers is “6,600, or 12.07% of 54,400 newspaper employees.”  Oops. 
The math test scores of grade and high school students indicate serious shortcomings in math instruction.  In an article in Barrons, Ingrid Eisenstadter writes:

Teaching Math in 1950:  A logger sells a truckload of lumber for

$100.  His cost of production is four-fifths of the price.  Assignment: What is his profit?


Teaching Math in 2000: A logger sells a truckload of lumber for $l,000. Her cost of production is $800 and her profit is $200.  Assignment: Underline the number 200.

*Journalism History--Jim Boylan and Barbara Reed ask me where I have been the last few years.  With some astonishment, I had written about the demotion of the journalism history course at the University of Kansas from required to elective to make room for courses in the program’s convergence curriculum.  The history course, I had presumed, was always given an honored place in the curriculum.  Not so, they say.  Not so for a decade. Why has there been no discussion of this development among journalism educators?  You would think that Journalism Educator would want to examine what seems a significant shift away from content courses. 

 *The Basics—Recently, I saw a syllabus for a newswriting course at a major eastern university.  In the second week of class, the subject matter is “Verbs,” and   in the fourth week, the subject is the “Passive Voice.”  In the fifth week, students are lectured on “Verb agreement; pronouns,” and the following week, a month and a half after the class began, the subject is “Punctuation.” The course outline contains the following prerequisites: 
You must have completed and passed English 1 and 2, Library Science, and Journalism 1 with a C or better. In addition, you must have passed the Journalism Qualifying Exam.  
I discussed this with an instructor who teaches the basic reporting and writing course required of all journalism majors at her school, and she found nothing unusual about what can only be described as remedial English for journalism students who are sophomores or juniors.   She told me that the first five weeks of her course are devoted to a re-run of “high-school, if not grade-school, grammar, punctuation and spelling.  Otherwise, their papers would be a complete mess.”
“Isn’t freshman English required of your students, a prerequisite for your newswriting course? “ I asked her. “Of course,” she replied.  ”Most journalism programs require passing freshman comp.  You have to wonder what goes on in that course.”
Is it possible that the reading habits of these students affect their literacy? Studies show that daily newspaper readership among l8 to 29-year-olds is l6 percent.  Ten years before, the figure, while not high, was about 10 percent greater.  Do you know how many of your students read their daily newspaper? 
                                                         Briefs
*Hats Off—“Tom Coughlin met his Boston College players for the first time in an early morning meeting in 1991 and found a typical group of college students—slouching in their chairs, wearing their hats backward, with no idea of what was about to overtake them.”—The New York Times, 12/20/03.
 
 Coughlin’s response, as described by one of the BC athletes to the Times reporter: 


   “He told us to sit up straight, to put our hands on


our knees and take our hats off,” said Stephen Boyd, a



sophomore linebacker at the time. “The way it



should be.”


When Coughlin was hired to coach the New York Giants three weeks later, he told the media: “I’ve spent a lifetime trying to improve concentration and focus. I don’t know how a guy who’s slouching can pay attention to what’s going on.”

My students described me as “brutal” when I suggested they dress and act like journalists.  In a talk I gave at a Midwestern university to journalism students, several of the men slouched in a back row, their hats on. I suggested some decorum.  After class, the instructor said I had no business admonishing his students.

*Comp Copies--The president of the Text and Academic Authors Association, Mike Sullivan, says that he recently checked Amazon and other sites to see about the sale of a new textbook he had written.  “About 10 sites offered the Instructor’s Edition of my textbook for sale at one-third the cost of the new book,” he says.  Talking to the publishers’ representatives at a recent AEJMC convention, I was told, that they no longer freely distribute complimentary copies to all who ask.  “The shopping-bag brigade now has to sign up for comp copies,” one rep told me.  “We may hand out a few, but not in the number we used to.”  

 *Necrology—I wonder what Neil Postman, Gordon Sabine or the three others would think about their obituaries appearing in a column headed Passages, and the obit reporting their having “passed away.” (See the latest issue of Journalism & Mass Communication Educator.)
 Bergen Evans writes in A Dictionary of Contemporary American Usage:


In regard to death, the speech of the educated today

 is more direct than that of the uneducated and semi-educated,

who still speak of passing on for dying….

In The American Language: Supplement One, H.L.Mencken cites some “elegant specimens” used as euphemisms for death.  The kind of writing in Journalism Educator’s obits would fit Mencken’s description of elegant writing.
                         (Your input is welcome: mm55@columbia.edu.)
