













                  Update VIII
Zesty or Tasteless?
Half-time NFL Commercials Cause Taste Debate


The shifting boundary between what is offensive and what is acceptable for the media was brought into sharp focus by the half-time commercials for the Super Bowl.

The commercials consisted of:



 *The bared breast of Janet Jackson.



 *A dog trained to bite crotches.



 *A flatulent horse.



 *A Scotsman who wore nothing under his kilt.



 *An elderly couple fighting over a bag of potato chips.



 *A talking monkey making a move on its owner’s date.

Some headline writers got into the act:



  *Tit for Tat


     TV chiefs plan Grammy ban for star
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     DUO CAUGHT IN BOOBY TRAP





--New York Post
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Fraternity-House Humor

The commercials--described by Advertising Age as adolescent bathroom humor-- were produced to reach 18-to-34-year-old men, an audience “weaned on gross-out comedy,” wrote Stuart Elliott, The New York Times advertising columnist.  The advertising agencies consider these young men susceptible to “sophomoric spots, with punch lines centered on bodily functions, violence and double entendres,” wrote Elliott.


To journalism instructors, especially those who advise college newspapers, questions of taste are hardly novel. Four-letter words bob in and out of columns, editorials and letters to the editor. Feature writers feel free to quote profanities and obscenities, and sex-advice columns are beginning to pepper campus newspapers.



Changing Taste

In course work, few instructors sally into the area of taste.  Some find it beyond their expertise; others consider it too volatile or not really relevant in the scheme of things. Yet journalists often have to make decisions about offensive material.  What to write when a basketball player uses profanity during a nationally-televised post-game interview?  Should the photo of the child killed in a traffic accident be used?  Do we mention that the unmarried business partners we are profiling live together?

The guidelines for use of such material have changed considerably. Death and sex were entrenched taboos in the mass media for decades. No longer.  The photos of people falling from the World Trade Center were used in many newspapers, and plunging neckline and bikini photos are routinely published in mainline newspapers and magazines.  
The walls protecting readers and viewers from profanity and obscenity were breached long ago. Many newspapers ran the four-letter words used by Richard Nixon in the Watergate tapes, and the photos of bodies—once taboo—have been used since the days of the Vietnam War. 


Suggested Guidelines
The walls may be gone, but fences remain. Here are some suggested starting points for class discussion:

1. Is the questionable material essential to the story?

2. Is the story significant?

3. What’s the nature of the publication, the station; the readers, the listeners?  
4. Are the people involved public officials, public figures whose words and deeds bear on matters of public concern?

  

  Briefs
*Dictionary? What’s That?—Lynn Klyde-Silverstein  of the University of
Northern Colorado describes in a letter to The New York Times some of her students’ misspellings that evaded their computer’s check:   defiantly for definitely, growing for groin.  “But the all-time classic happened when an award-winning journalist visited our school,” she writes.  “One student who covered the event for my class reported that the former newspaper editor had won the ‘puller surprise.’” (My italics.)
 
*Cheating-- A colleague reports that in a journalism ethics course two students plagiarized an assignment. Students may be picking up what seems to be the cash-driven ethic of our society.  In a column in the New York Times (12/23/03), Paul Krugman writes about the people that press lord Conrad Black put on his payroll.  “The real surprise, though, is that two prominent journalists, William Buckley and George Will, were also paid advisors to Hollinger (Black’s media company).
 “Now I thought there were rules here.  First, if you’re a full-time journalist, you shouldn’t be in that kind of relationship.  Second, whoever you are, if you write a favorable article about someone with whom you have a personal or financial connection x x x you disclose that connection.”

Krugman then describes the growing strength of a “more powerful” media magnate, Rupert Murdoch, who, he writes, “has done far more than Hollinger to blur the line between news and propaganda.”  The FCC recently approved Murdoch’s acquisition of a controlling interest in DirecTV, which serves 11 million US homes. (See Murdoch’s Empire below.)
*Forecasts—Journalism is littered with predictions gone awry. Journalists cannot resist the urge to play sage to prove their sagacity. A colleague sends a New York Times clipping about the effort to remove Alabama’s chief justice, Roy S. Moore, who defied a federal court order to move a 5,280 granite monument of the Ten Commandments that he had installed in the lobby of the State Supreme Court. A special state court was set up to try Moore on ethics charges.  The reporter wrote:   



 The court is a mix of judges, lawyers and lay people, both


 Democrat and Republican, with more than half holding elected office.


 Many analysts say because of that, and Chief Justice Moore’s 


 popularity in Alabama, it is unlikely that he will be removed.

 The court voted unanimously to remove Moore from office.

 Whoa.  Wasn’t the reporter simply reporting?  Didn’t he cite “many analysts”?  If you believe that, you might be interested in some shares in the Brooklyn Bridge. 

*Investigative Reporting—A journalism instructor posted a question about teaching investigative reporting on the journalism educators’ listserv.  After a couple of weeks I asked her how many responses she’d had.  One, she replied, the one I e-mailed her. Questions about technology elicit several responses.  
*Follow the Buck--A new book, Shakespeare, Einstein and the Bottom Line: The Marketing of Higher Education by David L. Kirp, describes how colleges are driven by more than educational motives. The philosophy department at New York University pays high salaries to draw star professors and uses inexpensive adjuncts to teach undergraduates. A University of Southern California Shakespeare class lures students with the promise that no reading is required. Kirp wonders if someone somewhere somehow will revive “the soul of this odd institution….”
On Tight Writing

The best way to be boring is to leave nothing out.




--Voltaire

Newspapering is knowing what to leave out and condensing the rest.

--Joseph G. Herzberg

…there is but one art: to omit. O if I knew how to omit, I would ask of no other knowledge. A man who knew how to omit would make an Iliad of a daily newspaper.








--Robert Louis Stevenson

My most important piece of advice to all you would-be writers: when you write, try to leave out all the parts readers skip.





 -- Elmore Leonard
      
    Noteworthy Quotes and Comments
                             Journalism or Stenography?
The ‘Death Tax’
“The term death tax is a superb example of marketing triumphing over reasoned debate.  So thoroughly has the phrase been infused into Washington that many journalists … employ this term of advocacy instead of the neutral and correct term, estate tax, without rebuke by their superiors.”
--From the book Perfectly Legal: The Covert Campaign to Rig Our Tax System to Benefit the Super Rich—and Cheat Everybody Else by David Cay Johnston.  Johnston is a reporter for The New York Times.  
(President Bush popularized the term death tax. “To keep farms in the family, we are going to get rid of the death tax,” Bush said. To see how many sons and daughters of farmers had lost the family farm because of the tax, Johnston went to farm country.   He did find fear of loss. But was the dire forecast true?
(Johnston asked an Iowa State University economist who is the leading tax expert for Midwest farmers. “It’s a myth,” the economist, Neil Harl, told Johnston.  Harl said he “had searched far and wide but had never found a case in which a farm was lost because of estates taxes,” Johnston wrote. Johnston also checked with the American Farm Bureau Federation for his story. “It could not cite a single example of a farm lost because of estate taxes,” Johnston wrote.)
Too Late
“The contrast between the press’s feistiness since the end of the war and its meekness before it highlights one of the most entrenched and disturbing features of American journalism: its pack mentality. Editors and reporters don’t like to diverge too sharply from what everyone else is writing. When a president is popular and a consensus prevails, journalists shrink from challenging him.  Even now, papers like the (New York) Times and the (Washington) Post seem loath to give prominent play to stories that make the administration look too bad. Thus, stories about the increasing numbers of dead and wounded in Iraq—both American and Iraqi—are usually consigned to page 10 or 12, where they won’t cause readers too much discomfort.”
--“Iraq: How the Press Failed” by Michael Massing in the Feb.26, 2004, The New York Review of Books.  
(The article provides an anatomy of press failures in covering the lead-up to the war in Iraq, a media study that is excellent reading for journalism students. 


(Massing shows how reporters relied on high-level sources who were appointees of the administration rather than lower-level workers and independent experts who had serious reservations about the contention that Iraq had massive weapons of mass destruction.  They also gave too much credence to defectors whose credentials were suspect. 
(Many of the Times articles about Iraq’s supposed weaponry were written by Judith Miller, who describes herself as an investigative reporter. She says, “...my job isn’t to assess the government’s information and be an independent intelligence analyst myself.  My job is to tell readers of The New York Times what the government thought about Iraq’s arsenal.”  Massing comments: “Many journalists would disagree with this; instead, they would consider offering an independent evaluation of official claims one of their chief responsibilities.”
(In Massing’s assessment of the coverage leading up to the war, only the Knight Ridder’s Washington bureau emerges honorably.)
Verification

“‘A third of the employees in the City of London (the financial district) used cocaine,’ the speaker told the conference on drugs at work. It was March 1987.  I had been a FT journalist for five months—long enough to realize this was a big story.  I began composing the introductory paragraph in my head but, immediately, doubts set in.

“How did the speaker, an executive with a drug charity, know how many cocaine users there were in London’s financial district? He had not mentioned conducting a survey. In fact, he had provided no evidence at all.  I had already discovered that the news editor was a stickler for facts.  I did not relish submitting this unsubstantiated story to his skeptical cross-examination.

“During the coffee break, I asked the speaker to tell me how he had come by his “one-third” figure.  He stammered in embarrassment, before conceding it was a bit of “poetic license.”  Lots of people used cocaine, but no one knew how many.

“I went back to the office and filed an article instead on how a UK minister had ruled out action to encourage drug testing at work, as happened in the US. A little later, the telephone rang. It was the newsdesk. The first edition of a rival newspaper had appeared with the screaming front-page headline: “A third of the City on coke.”   Why was this not in my article?  I explained that, having questioned the speaker, I had concluded that the story was nonsense.  Fine, my caller said, and put down the telephone.”


--Michael Skapinker, Financial Times, 12/3/03

Murdoch’s Empire…Research for Promotion… Evaluations (of Us and of Them) …History Embalmed
Murdoch’s Empire

“Rupert Murdoch is not so much a man, or a cultural force, as a portrait of the modern world. He is the way we live now; he is the media magnate we deserve.  It is almost impossible to say a single, conclusive summing-up thing about him.  The range of his interests is so diverse as to defy summary and almost to defy listing. …If we think about it for a moment we remember he owns the Fox network in America, and 20th Century Fox the film studio, and Fox News, the toxic right-wing news channel, the Star satellite in Asia and the LA Dodgers baseball team….

“Tax…Murdoch, or rather News Corp, doesn’t pay much of it. …The savings in the decade to 1997 were over a million pounds worth of unpaid tax. …


“Opinions differ as to the most egregious headline published by one of Murdoch’s papers. … there is a groundswell of support for the New York Post’s  AXIS OF WEASEL (when the United Nations refused to accept the U.S.’s move toward war in Iraq) …(and when there were arguments over the existence of weapons of mass destruction): HE’S GOT ‘EM…LET’S GET  ‘EM…. it’s a mistake to see it as journalism—it’s more related to advertising or to comedy: FREDDIE STARR ATE MY HAMSTER …HEADLESS BODY IN TOPLESS BAR--that isn’t journalism gone wrong, it’s a form of vaudeville.  Or rather, it is journalism gone so wrong that it isn’t journalism any more….

“…the Chinese government banned all satellite dishes in China, inconveniently for the man who had just spent $825 million in Hong Kong to buy the satellite  channel Star TV.   The Chinese government knows how to make a supplicant eat shit, and in the years to come Murdoch was to pay Deng Xiao-ping’s daughter a substantial advance for a biography of her dad, back out of publishing Chris Patten’;s book East and West, ban BBC World Service from the Star satellite, and slag off the Dalai Lama as a “monk in Gucci shoes” as part of his strategy of appeasement. … 
--Review by John Lancaster of three books about Rupert Murdoch in the Feb. 5, 2004, London Review of Books
Research
“Rothman argued that increasing pressures to carry out clinical research after World War II conflicted with medicine’s historic commitment to the individual patient.  The size of the research establishment grew enormously in the two decades following the war, as the National Institutes of Health were rapidly enlarged and the federal government poured huge amounts of money into university health centers, most of which was directed toward clinical and laboratory investigation. Academic promotion came to depend far less on teaching and patient care and far more on the publication of papers in scholarly journals. The result was a weakening of the bond between doctor and patient, filtering down from the medical school facilities to the doctors they trained.” (Boldface mine.)


--Review by Sherwin B. Neuland of


The Pursuit of Perfection: The Promise and

Perils of Medical Enhancement by Sheila M. and David J. Rothman.  The New York

          Review of Books, Feb. 12, 2004.
Dropout
“Meyer Berger, who occupied the first desk in the first row, was the preeminent stylist on the staff and arguably the best writer on any newspaper. … Born in 1898, Berger had left grammar school at twelve to take a job as a messenger for the New York World. But when he finally tried out as reporter, it was clear he was a natural. … Most of Berger’s peers found it hard to believe that with so little schooling he could write so articulately, and credited his wife, Mae, a teacher at P.S.1, with encouraging his self-education.   I once tried to talk Sammy Solovitz into going back to school.  ‘Why?’ he asked.  ‘School never did anything for Mike Berger.’”


--City Room by Arthur Gelb.
 Competition
“If the goal of newspapering is to inform the readers and create a historical record, shouldn’t the editors be telling us about everything they think is important, no matter where they find it?”
--Comment by Daniel Okrent, readers’ representative of The New York Times, on the practice of downplaying or ignoring stories that originate in another newspaper.   The New York Times, Feb. 1, 2004. 

A Tomb for History
“For twenty or thirty years after his death Harding was notorious even among schoolchildren as our most scandalous president. No longer: history has joined Latin in the graveyard of American education. Younger Americans to whom I mention his name these days are not only ignorant of the once-famous scandals but also astonished to learn that we once had a president named Harding.” 
--Review by Russell Baker of 
Warren G. Harding by John W. Dean .The New York Review of Books, Feb. 12, 2004. (As those who know their journalism history will recall, the Teapot Dome scandal, in which journalists played a major role, erupted during Harding’s presidency.)
Student Evaluations of Faculty Members

     The Bulletin of the American Association of University professors, Academe, published an article “Student Teaching Evaluations: Inaccurate, Demeaning, Misused” in its September-October issue that resulted in a flurry of letters to the editor, some of which were published in the January-February issue.  Here are excerpts from some of these letters:  


Faculty have been held hostage to student evaluations 


for too long.  There are too many cases in which students banded


together to punish energetic, demanding, and challenging younger

professors. … Students’ evaluations are only one measure of good teaching, but administrators as well as tenure and promotion committees have 

used them as a tool to judge faculty members.  If the candidate is 

disliked, evaluation scores are a convenient excuse for not granting salary increases, tenure, and promotion; if the candidate is liked, the scores 

are conveniently ignored.  Student evaluations lead not only to a watering

down of courses and grade inflation, but also to self-censorship when professors consider the inclusion of possibly controversial material in courses. … the only way to restore academic integrity and make courses 

more rigorous is to get rid of students’ evaluations.





--Franz A. Birgel, Muhlenberg College.

I view student evaluations with dislike and embarrassment. Dislike because my experience, talent, and good will are subjected to the scrutiny of nonpeers who might judge me on anything and everything other than my teaching skills. Embarrassment because I now play along with a system in which that sort of evaluations iss deemed a valid measure of ability and professionalism. … Instead of student and peer evaluations the Ministry of Higher Education (in France) relies on in-class inspections by professionals who have received special training and whose entire careers are devoted to that one task. … having experienced both ends of the spectrum—reports by professionals and evaluations by students for whom the process might be nothing more substantial than a popularity contest—I vastly prefer the former





--Annette Olsen-Fazi, Louisiana State University at Alexandria



…The instruments that we ask students to complete ought not to be called teaching evaluations, but rather student statements on teaching.  For many years, and with partial success, I have urged my home campus to make this distinction. The evaluation of faculty is part of the professional responsibility of one’s colleagues and administrators, not the job of students.  Student statements on teaching can be one of several valuable inputs to this evaluation….






--John Rosenthal, Ithaca College
Students are typically the only people who see instructors in action, and they deserve some credit for to detect how much they have learned. .  … I find students’ written comments on the back of my university’s optical scan sheets particularly helpful.  Because it takes so little effort, administrators and colleagues too often evaluate our teaching on that one source. But will it help to eliminate that one source? Rather than cutting off our only current source pf data, wouldn’t it be better to be aware of its limitations and complement it with other sources?



--Jonathan Eckstein, Rutgers University


...I believe that the problem with student ratings is not with the students but in the way the data they provide are used.  Those using student ratings as one source of evidence with respect to teaching should not think of a few decimal points difference as indicating a real difference in teaching effectiveness; but that is the fault of those interpreting the ratings, not of the students. … There are numerous studies that have established the validity of student ratings. Clearly, other evidence should be considered, but throwing out the best single source would simply lead to poorer recognition of effective teachers.






--W.J. McKeachie, University of Michigan
 Faculty Members Evaluate their Students
A student at Texas Tech University complained to the U.S. Justice Department that his biology professor would not give him a letter of recommendation for graduate or professional school in the biomedical sciences.  The professor, Michael Dini, informs his students on his web site that his evaluation is based on his expectation that his students not only know what biologists know, but also think like biologists think and be able to express these thoughts in writing.  The student does not believe in evolution, and Dini refused to write the requested letter.  (The student transferred to Lubbock Christian University where he was able to obtain a letter of recommendation to medical school.)
The American Association of University Professors asks:  Does a student have a right to a letter of recommendation?  “Is the professor obligated to provide such a letter?”




The AAUP answered its question:

Fundamental principles of academic freedom and long-standing practice in academe suggest that the answer is no.  Evaluation is a core faculty function…Every student has a right to a grade report and a transcript attesting to his or her achievements.  Recommendation letters, on the other hand, tell external audiences how well-qualified students are to pursue professional or career paths after graduation.  Such letters are subjective judgments issued, when deserved, at the discretion of the faculty member.  Students, administrators, or external interest groups cannot coerce professors into violating their professional standards and personal integrity by composing letters that mislead potential employers or graduate admission officers. 

--AAUP Bulletin, July-August, 2003, p. 71 Discussion and Debate
The Journalism Curriculum
 A colleague writes in response to a question raised in Update VII whether journalism programs have gone overboard in responding to media changes by adding craft courses and the instructors to teach them at the expense of theory courses. She agrees with Phil Meyer that the new courses “can drive out useful courses.” But she adds, “Assuming that craft courses are devoid of meaningful content is dead wrong.”  

A well-taught craft course, she says, one that is concerned with subject matter, is as valuable as “any theory course, and perhaps more pertinent to the practice of journalism.”  She adds, “Just because so many writing courses are basically remedial, and others are too involved with technology does not mean that craft courses are second-tier.”

She relays a “revealing” paragraph from a New York Times column by Floyd Norris about a minor section of the federal budget drawn up by the Bush administration to illustrate her point, that the well-informed reporter provides a public service:
And in one of the lesser tax proposals in the budget  released this week, President Bush offers a tax break for what must be a very small group of taxpayers: those who support their grandchildren even though the kids are independently wealthy or earning substantial income on their own.  For the first time, such grandparents will be able to claim dependent exemptions for the grandkids.

 She says that journalism of this kind makes for “informed participants” in public affairs. 
Confidential Source—

Conceal or Reveal?

 
Geneva Overholser, former ombudsman at The Washington Post and now at the University of Missouri, writes that the columnist Robert Novak should voluntarily reveal the source who gave him the name of a CIA operative. Novak named her in a column.  Revealing the name of an undercover CIA employee is a felony, and the leak is being investigated by a grand jury. 
 Many states and the District of Columbia recognize a reporter’s privilege not to disclose sources. Overholser argues that the law is insufficient for Novak to refuse to divulge his source; nor is journalistic practice about protecting a source adequate reason. 

 Overholser says that Novak’s column “raises disturbing ethical questions” because he “apparently turned a time-honored use of confidentiality—protecting a whistleblower from government retribution—on its head, delivering government retribution to the whistleblower instead.  Worse, he enabled his sources to illegally divulge intelligence information.” 

She writes on the Feb. 6 op-ed page of The New York Times: 


Yes, it is in the public interest to protect journalists from being required to name their sources in the courtroom. But it is also in the public interest for journalists to speak out against ethical lapses in their craft. Far from undermining the principle of confidentiality, our acknowledgment that protecting sources can be used for ill as well as for good can bolster it, reassuring a public that often wonders who is watching the watchdog.

In this case, then, journalists should call upon Mr. Novak to acknowledge his abuse of confidentiality and reveal his sources himself—thereby keeping the control of confidentiality in journalistic hands rather than in those of the legal system. …

Font Folo 

In Update VII, I asked about going from Times New Roman to a sans serif type. No one seemed to find Times New Roman difficult to read, so I have retained it…a decision bolstered by the U.S. State Department.   The agency has switched from Courier New to Times New Roman, saying it is easier to read. Courier was created for the IBM Selectric typewriter in the early 1960s.  Times New Roman was designed for The Times of London in 1932. 


Assignments
Licensing Fees—Some universities earn significant income from licensing fees for the commercial use of inventions, drugs and software conducted by faculty and students.  The Association of University Technology Managers reports nearly $1 billion was earned in 2002 by 22 U.S. and Canadian universities.  The leading earners (in millions): 



Columbia University

           $155.6



University of California system
$82



New York University                         $62.7

Assignment—Does your university earn money from licensing fees?  If so, how much and for what?
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Morning-After Pill—The Board of Visitors of James Madison University banned the distribution of Emergency Contraception on the campus.  EC is a high dose of birth control pills taken the morning after sex to prevent conception in the event of unprotected sex or contraceptive failure. A member of the state legislature has indicated he will introduce legislation to prevent EC dispensing at all state-supported Virginia schools. EC is available with a doctor’s prescription.

Assignment--What is the situation at your campus health clinic?
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Car Safety—The Insurance Institute for Highway Safety reported the safety and theft factors of 2004 cars.  Here are its ratings for some popular vehicles:





High 

   Low

  Injury Risk:        Ford Focus           Chevrolet Trailblazer

  Collision:             Honda Civic         Ford Escape

   Theft:
        Dodge Durango   Honda Odyssey

Assignment: What are the most popular cars on campus? What are their safety and theft ratings?  (The Institute’s Web site is www.hwysafety.org.)
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*Tuition Increases—Many universities and community colleges have experienced cuts in legislative appropriations. One result has been an increase in tuition and fees.  Increases averaged 14 percent at public universities and 11.5 percent at community colleges this year.

 Some  increases this year at universities: University of Alabama (Tuscaloosa), 16%; University of Arizona ( Tucson), 39%; UCLA 33%; Indiana University (Bloomington),  23%; University of Massachusetts (Amherst), 27%; University of Oklahoma (Norman), 28%; University of Texas (Austin), 35%;  Virginia University (Charlottesville), 30%.   (The source is the College Board, which has figures for all public universities.)


Tuition increases over the past decade after adjusting for inflation: University of Idaho, 80%; University of Maryland, 52%; University of Michigan, 48%.

   Community college increases varied considerably from state to state. Maine and West Virginia held the line with increases of less than 1 percent. Virginia and California had the highest increases—Virginia, 42 percent, California, 60 percent.   California community colleges cut 2,500 course sections, which led to a drop in enrollment of 59,000.  Despite the increase, California’s community college tuition is the lowest in the nation, approximating $450 a year for full-time attendance.
Assignment--What adjustments have been made on your campus to cuts in appropriations?   Tuition and fee increases?  Faculty salary freeze?  Department closures? Fewer course offerings?  Hiring freeze?
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*Imbibing Students—Student drinking is increasing, according to college and university officials. Some campus medical centers report an increase in alcohol poisoning and despite warnings, binge drinking has not decreased. 

Assignment: Have the local hospitals and the campus medical center reported an increase or decrease in alcohol poisoning?  On some campuses, drinking is punished severely.  But in an attempt to keep students from covering up alcohol problems some institutions do not  make medical care result in disciplinary action. What is the policy at your school?
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*Music&Arts—“Study after study shows that an overwhelming majority of parents believe the arts are integral to their children’s education.  They like that dance and music teach kids to be more tolerant and open.  That painting and drama allow children to express themselves creatively.  And that the arts help to promote individuality, while bolstering self-confidence and improving over-all academic performance.” 



--Americans for the Arts


Assignment—Faced with the need to cut education budgets, school boards have eliminated art and music instruction in elementary and middle schools.  What is the history of music and arts offerings in your community’s schools?  (Americans for the Arts-- www.AmericansForTheArts.org
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*Evolution—Georgia’s state education officials are embroiled in a dispute with science teachers about the teaching of evolution.  The state schools superintendent, Kathy Cox, had said evolution is a “buzz word that causes a lot of negative reaction.”  People, she said, often associate it with “that monkeys-to-man sort of thing.”  She deleted the word evolution from the proposed biology curriculum for the state’s schools and replaced it with the phrase “biological changes over time.” 

But a flap ensued and Cox relented.  “I am here to tell you that I misjudged the situation, and I want to apologize for that,” she said.  She returned the word evolution to the proposed curriculum.  But Cox’s pullback did not address the complaints of science teachers and some parents who contend that evolution has been gutted from the curriculum.

In Alabama, disclaimers are pasted on biology textbooks that state that evolution is a controversial theory. Advocates of teaching  “creation science,” which evolutionists consider a religious and not a scientific doctrine, have had success  in California, Michigan, New Mexico, North Carolina, Ohio, Texas and other states.

Assignment--What are the state guidelines for middle and high school biology instruction in your state?  Have they aroused controversy? 
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*Choosing a career can be traced to many influences.  Here is how Dr. Jerry D. Mahlman, a senior researcher at the National Center for Atmospheric Research in Boulder, Colo., choose weather as his life-long interest:



I grew up in the high plains of Nebraska, and we


  had severe hailstorms and blizzards.  They were a source


  of fascination to me as a kid. On the prairie, you are 


  marked by the weather.  I never took weather for


  granted.  I wanted to understand it.

Class Assignment: Interview members of various departments on the campus to find out why they made philosophy, ancient languages, physics, the Romantic poets, etc. their career choice.
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*Global warming is a contentious issue.  Some, like Dr. Mahlman, believe that the burning of fossil fuels is contributing to “a negative gift to our successors—human, animal and plant—of enormous dimension.”  The Everglades, he says, are doomed, and some of the low-lying countries like Bangladesh and Holland “will be in serious trouble.”  But global warming is pooh-poohed by others.

Assignment:   Do scientists on campus consider global warming a serious threat to the planet? Are any of those who are alarmed doing anything about their concern?



-0-

*Freshman classes are increasingly disproportionately female, and the ratio of women to men in the professional schools is widening. 

Assignment: What is the situation on your campus?  If there has 

been a dramatic increase in the enrollment of women, how do  administrators and faculty members explain this?
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*Student drinking is increasing, according to college and university officials. Some campus medical centers report an increase in alcohol poisoning; despite warnings, binge drinking has not decreased. 

Assignment: Have the local hospitals and the campus medical center reported an increase or decrease in alcohol poisoning?  On some campuses, drinking is punished severely.  But in an attempt to keep students from covering up alcohol problems some institutions do not make medical care for alcohol poisoning result in disciplinary action. What is the policy at your school?
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Foreign gifts to universities that exceed $250,000 must be 

reported to the federal government under  Section 117 of the Higher Education Act. To date, the Department of Education has 779 gifts on file.  One of the largest is a $29 million donation from Saudi Arabia to the University of Virginia made in 1995.  Since the terror bombings of 9/ll there has been increased attention to the gifts made to Middle Eastern studies programs on campuses. Some scholars contend that Arab countries have influenced scholarship through large gifts.

Assignment—Track down the gifts to your university over the past five years.  How many are from foreign sources, and what is their origin? Have the large foreign gifts been reported to the Department of Education?


         -0-
*Black men’s graduation rates are “the shame of American higher education,” says Arthur E. Levine, the president of Teachers College at Columbia University.  Here are figures for the graduation rates after six years of students who enrolled in 1996:



Black men
                 35%
            Black women    
     45%


All students                     59%


Hispanic men                  46%


American Indian men    41%


White men

      59%

Of the black men aged 18-24, 24 percent are enrolled in college; 35 percent of black women in the same age group are in college.  Those studying the situation say that the reasons for such low college enrollment and graduation rates of young black men are: poor education prior to college, high school dropout rate, low expectations for them by 

their teachers, their own limited aspirations. The University System of                   Georgia’s African-American Male Initiative study concluded that black men are pigeonholed as young students in ways that black female students are not.









Assignment--What are the graduation rates by gender for  minority students on your campus? If they are considered too low, have any efforts been directed at improvement?
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*Voting in the 18-24 age group is notoriously low, the lowest 

among all age groups. Following the passage of the 26th Amendment in 1971 that lowered the voting age from 21 to 18, 49.6 percent of the 18-24-year-olds voted in the 1972 general election. The numbers since then have steadily dwindled.  In the 2000 presidential election, one in three of this age group voted, but in mid-term elections in 1998 and 2002, one in six 18-24 year-olds voted.


Assignment—Ask students:

1. If you were eligible to vote in 2002, did you? For president in 2000?


2. If not, why not?

3. Whom do you favor for president in 2004?

4. Do you intend to vote for president?

5. Ask faculty members to comment on the interest their students have in national and international affairs. Do they discern student interest in the presidential primary races?


-0-

*College endowments for 2003 declined 5 percent from 2002 and more than 23 percent since 2000.  The average endowment last year was $321.5 million.  Colleges and universities use their endowments to cover from 5 to 20 percent of costs.  The National Association of College and University Business Officers list the top 10 endowments:



Harvard

$l8.8 billion



Yale


 11.0



Princeton

   8.7



Univ. of Texas

   8.7



Stanford

   8.6



MIT


   5.1



Univ. of California         4.4



Columbia                        4.4



Emory

                4.0



Texas A&M
                3.8

Assignment: Trace the endowment for your college or university over the past several years. What are the reasons for the increases, decreases?  How does your school go about raising money?  How does its endowment compare with similar schools?

Comments and contributions welcome: mm55@columbia.edu
