



Update L

 A Reporter’s Obit
 Useful Material for a Lecture

The obituary of a New York Times political reporter, Robin Toner, described her as reporting “authoritatively on almost every domestic issue… And in a craft in which small errors are commonplace and bigger mistakes a regular occupational hazard, Ms. Toner devised a meticulous method for checking and rechecking names, dates, facts and figures in her raw copy, a step few reporters take.  As a result: barely half a dozen published corrections on more than 1,900 bylined articles.”


Toner had an ability to take complicated matters and show how they “impacted people,” the obit reported, “She had an empathy for underdogs, a soft spot for politicians who did the hard work and a keen appreciation of the role of caste and class in American 

politics”


The Toner obituary quoted her remarks about a colleague in the Washington bureau, David Rosenbaum, who was murdered as he walked near his home:

   He believed that behind every arcane tax provision




or line in an appropriations bill, there were real 


 

people, getting something, or getting something




taken away.  He believed that there was, on most stories,




something approximating truth out there if you were




smart enough and hungry enough to find it.

More Useful Material
Walter Lippmann’s Tribute to Reporters


In 1960, the columnist Walter Lippmann talked about the role of the Washington correspondent.  His comments, pertinent almost 50 years later, are applicable to all reporters:




   If  the country is to be governed with the consent




of the governed, then the governed must arrive at




opinions about what their governors want them




to consent to. How do they do this?




   They do it by hearing on the radio and reading




in the newspapers what the corps of correspondents




tell them is going on in Washington, and in the 




country at large, and in the world. Here, we 




correspondents perform an essential service. …



    In this we do what every sovereign citizen



is supposed to do but has not the time or the




interest to do for himself. This is our job. It is




no mean calling. We have a right to be proud of 




it and to be glad that it is our work.

TV’s Limits
Tim Russert’s Chat with David Brinkley

In his Red Smith Lecture in Journalism at Notre Dame in April, shortly before his death, Tim Russert described a chat he had with David Brinkley, whom he described as “an icon in public affairs television for some two decades before I took over on Meet the Press.” 


Russert: David, how do you take everything


you learn in the course of a week and distill it into


one hour on a Sunday morning.



Brinkley: It’s impossible. You have to understand


the limits of your medium, but recognize that most


interviews on the weekday morning shows are


six or seven minutes and on the cable news shows perhaps


five or six minutes.  So you have an oasis when we think


of an hour on Sunday morning.  But always understand the


limits.


  
  Recognize that there are limits and never forget it.


Russert: Well, give me an example.



Brinkley: All right, fine.  If Moses came down


from the mountain top with the Ten Commandments


today, how would television news cover that?



Russert: I don’t know.



Brinkley: “Moses came down from the mountain


top with the Ten Commandments today.  Here’s Sam


Donaldson with the three most important.”

Still Pertinent

Advice to Journalism Schools

Paul Simon, a former U.S. Senator who had been a publisher,

some time ago, had these suggestions for journalism programs:



Create journalists who don’t pander.  There 


   was a thousand times more coverage of the O.J.Simpson


   case than of the fall of the Berlin Wall.  When I talk to

  
   media executives about this, they say, “We know it’s


   irresponsible, but we’re giving the public what it wants.”



Create journalists who will understand our


   society: We have a higher percentage of our children


   living in poverty than any other Western industrialized


   nation by a country mile. I don’t know that many


   journalism students know that’s the case. I haven’t


   seen a good story on this anywhere.



Focus on the real issues. Sen. Paul Douglas asked 


   me to introduce a resolution to make the corn tassel


   a national flower. Because I had so much respect for 


   Paul Douglas, I said yes, and I asked him why. He 


   replied, “We’ll have our name on every radio station and


   television station in the state, no one will be angry


   with us, it won’t pass, but you will have done something


   to survive in politics. I learned that journalists pay attention


   to the trivial rather than to the substantial.”

Some of Simon’s other suggestions:



Develop journalists who understand our world.



Tell stories about people.



We need skepticism by reporters but not cynicism

    

    Don’t have students become too cynical. A newspaper



   ought to be a constructive force. Yes, if the mayor 


    
    steals some money, go after him. But be a constructive


                 force, too.



Look long term—at the community, at the nation



at the world.

Joining the Governing Elite
Danger: The Over-Educated Journalist 

The following commentary about reporters is almost two decades old but seems even more pertinent today than when William Greider wrote it. What do your students think of Greider’s point?
       

In the end, the educated city room betrayed its promise. When the 

quick but unschooled working-class reporters were displaced and 

the well-educated took over the work, that social dislocation 

might have been justifiable if the news media were going to
serve democracy more effectively, if the educated reporters were using their 

professional skills to enhance citizens' ability to cope with power in a more complicated 

world. The educated reporters instead secured a comfortable place for themselves 

among the other governing elites. The transformation looks more like a nasty episode 

of social usurpation, a power shift freighted with class privilege.
     

If the promise was not fulfilled, then what was the point of turning a craft 

into a profession? Aside from personal glory, what was really gained from all the 

journalists with college degrees, if they decline to use their skills to challenge power 

on behalf of their readers? Those of us who prospered from the transformation 

of the city room are burdened with those questions and naturally reluctant 

to face them. Educated journalists, it turns out, are strong on the facts and weak on the truth.
   

  — (Who Will Tell the People; New York: Simon & Schuster, 1992)

First Writing Assignment

How Do We Train Journalism Students to Write?


Students have different expectations of journalism when they settle into their first reporting and writing class.  Some are enthralled by the array of technology at their fingertips. Others are motivated by the stories of crusading reporters whose journalism resulted in societal changes. The advertising and public relations majors, required to be there, wonder what the excitement is about. 

How to persuade or cajole this varied lot to write? An instructor at the University of Missouri journalism program describes his process. “The very first assignment for students in the Missouri School of Journalism is to write an essay on their beliefs. They work on that essay all term, tweaking their style, refining their thoughts and facing their doubts.”  He says that the “essay is also their final assignment as a video production.” 
He has posted the work of his students on YouTube.  The work, he says, shows “mere writers who know how to write from the heart.”

 Most instructors I know take an opposite tack. They try to wean their students from the personal essay as quickly as possible.  They want their students to plunge into journalistic writing, reporting-based writing. 
  
I vaguely recall discussions in our journals that suggested ways to make the students first dip into journalistic waters instructive. One of the premises of most of these suggestions was that students had to understand that journalistic writing was impersonal. That is, the “I” of their high school essays was to be replaced by a third-person style of writing.  Perhaps this is old-fashioned journalism of the print-on-paper decades, to be replaced by personalized postings.

I wondered what response the Missouri plan--described on the journalism 

listserv weeks ago--would evoke from colleagues. Is first-person writing carried through an entire semester appropriate journalism training?

 Nothing.  But that’s not unusual for the listserv. For that matter, debate and discussion are absent from our two major journals.  At one time, our publications were tribunes for discussion, sometimes contentious, always lively and fruitful. No longer. I don’t know how to describe this scene--complacency, withdrawal, careerism? 
To Quote or Not to Quote
Is Everything They Say Fair Game?


When I was new to the newsroom, an old timer told me that there are two kinds of reporters--those who cultivate sources by being nice; others who slash and burn. The first do get good stories, he said, because their sources are confident the reporters will not embarrass them.  But the others get the tough assignments and the big awards.  Usually, he said, they don’t stay long in one town. 

I must have decided to go gently to my beat, for when I was revising some  material on interviewing for the twelfth edition of my textbook I remembered two incidents:





Pepsi and Olympia


The president of Pepsi Cola was in town to talk to state bottlers.  Pepsi sales were growing in some states, including the one I worked in, overtaking Coca Cola.  What was the secret of its success? I asked the executive.  Surely, it could not have been the advertising, that featured jingles (“Twice as much for a nickel, too”), and slogans (“The Light Refreshment,” “The Pepsi Generation”).


“What about the content, what you put into the bottle?”  I asked him.


“Son,” he replied, “You could put slop in there and still sell it.”


A month or so later I attended a meeting on the west coast of brewmasters, the men who mix the grains to make their distinctive beers.  The featured speaker was a master brewer from Germany--or was it Holland?  I asked him what he thought of American beer.


“Ah,” he replied in his thick accent. “The object of your beers is to come as close to water as possible and they have succeeded here with their Olympia beer.”


Neither quotation made it into my stories.  

I’ll try your patience with another recollection. Warning to New Instructors: Avoid personal tales in the classroom…what we used to call war stories.  But here goes.
Teaching Tools
What Do Journalism Students Know?

How much do your students know about the world around them?  A while back, Ted Gup of Case Western gave his students a quiz on current events and history and said the results were “horrifying.” 
 Nearly half his students could not name a single state that bordered Israel, and only one in a class of 21 could name the U.S. secretary of state.  Another journalism instructor asked her students to name the states that bordered the one they were living in. Half could not. Nor could they tell her what the number one foreign story was that day; nor the number one national story.  

Some colleagues routinely give current events quizzes. One told me she had resisted giving a current events examination but has decided to open her class once a week with a brief current events quiz.  “I am going to include their quizzes as part of their grade,” she said.  I wonder how many instructors use current events quizzes regularly.  Another colleague said their use reminded him of high school quizzes and he felt uncomfortable giving them to college students. 
You might use some of Gup’s questions and see whether students these days are more aware of the world around them.  
Assignments




Endangered Birds


The Audubon Society reports a slow but steady decline in the bird population. Nationally, “eastern meadowlarks are down 72 percent over the past 40 years,” the 

Society has found.  It has published a list of 10 “Common Birds in Decline.”  The list

includes birds found over the U.S. and Canada.  Another study based on data collected by a variety of federal and private agencies and groups found that nearly a third of the nation’s 800 bird species are endangered. Among the causes are: urban sprawl destroying habitats, filling in wetlands, plowing grasslands, pollution, logging. 


Assignment: Find out what birds are endangered in your area and what, if any,

steps are being taken to remove the causes. 





Doctoring in Decline


The number of doctors going into primary care medicine is in steep decline.  A government survey has found that among Medicare beneficiaries, 3 percent--more than 1.3 million people--could not find a new primary care physician, a physician who has been trained in general internal, family or pediatric medicine. The reason: primary care doctors are retiring early and medical students are not choosing primary care as a profession.  And the reason the students are studying specialties: primary care doctors earn a third to a half of doctors in special areas, their workdays are longer and their 

overhead is higher.


Assignment: What is the situation locally?  If your university has a medical school, interview students about their plans.





Adjuncts vs. Tenured Faculty


The American Association of University Professors says that the number of part-time adjunct faculty members has swelled to the point that on many, if not most, campuses they are the majority in the classroom.  Thirty years ago, seven of 10 were tenured professors; today four of ten are. The result, says the AAUP, is that classes are taught by instructors who are not well prepared and have less time to meet with students.  Because they are paid so little, some adjuncts have to balance teaching with traveling to 

two or three different schools to meet classes.


Assignment: What is the percentage of part-time, non-tenured instructors on your 

campus.  How does this compare with the percentage 10, 20, 30 years ago? Why are adjuncts used rather than tenure-track or tenured professors? 

Worth Quoting




No Newspapers


But it would not be shocking if, sometime soon, there were big American cities that had no local newspaper; more important, we’re almost sure to see a sharp decline in the volume and variety of content that newspapers collectively produce. For a while now, readers have had the best of both worlds: all the benefits of the old, high-profit regime--intensive reporting, experienced editors, and so on--and the low costs of the new one. But that situation can’t last. Soon enough, we’re to start getting what we pay for, and we may find out just how little that is.





--James Surowiecki
Caring


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





--Kurt Vonnegut





Technique


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





--Joyce Carol Oates





Temptation


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
No Respect


The story is from the 1976 senatorial campaign when the New York Senator James Buckley referred to Daniel Patrick Moynihan as “Professor Moynihan,” and Moynihan replied, “The mudslinging has begun.” 





--Amy Gutmann
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