
      
                  Update LII
Saving the Newspaper
A Journalism of Causes and Consequences
    What happens when the newspaper dies?  Maureen Dowd, a columnist for The   New York   Times, quotes David Simon, a former newspaperman and the creator of “The Wire,” that “high-end  journalism is dying” and that when that happens no one will be covering the police and the zoning boards and America will enter “a halcyon era for state and local political corruption.”

    But Simon saw some hope in the surge of online content providers.  Dowd writes:


   He (Simon) said he thought the horse

could be lured back into the barn.  “I work


in television now,” he said, “and no American,


for the first 30 years of television, paid anything


for their rabbit ears. Now they pay $60, $70 a 


month for better content.
      Will they start paying for news online? They haven’t to date.  Unless they do, support for high-end reporting will be left to subsidized online sources, many of which rely on print reporters for

   material, a fragile lifeline these days of vanishing newspapers and declining staffs.






Another Perspective


  Some say the decline of print journalism is its own fault. “My profession is in distress because for more than a decade it has been chasing the false idols of fame and fortune,” Walter Pincus writes in the May/June issue of the Columbia Journalism Review. Pincus, a long-time reporter for The Washington Post, says that instead of meeting readers’ needs and interests “editors and reporters have focused more on winning prizes or making television appearances.” 


For example, education affects everyone, yet I cannot


                   name an outstanding American journalist on this subject. Food


                   is an important subject, yet regular newspaper coverage of 


                   agriculture and the products we eat is almost nonexistent

                      unless cases of  food poisoning turn up.  Did journalists 


                   adequately warn of the dangers of subprime mortgages?

                      I don’t think so.

                            …meanwhile we have turned into a public-relations
                      society. Much of the news Americans get each day was

                      created to serve just that purpose—to be the news of 

                   the day.  Many of our headlines come from events created

                      by public relations—press conferences, speeches, press

                      releases, canned reports, and, worst of all, snappy comments

                      by “spokesmen” or “experts.”  To serve as a counterpoint,

                      we need reporters with expertise.

          Pincus says an activist journalism needs to replace the passive journalism that he finds has sped the decline of print journalism.  “When is the last time you saw a major newspaper or television network set out its own agenda for candidates to take up? At a time when it is most needed, the media, and particularly newspapers, have lost their voices. … The press should play an activist role. That’s the reason a free press is important.”







Should We Teach An Activist Journalism?


    My experience led me to decide to teach an activist journalism after I left the newsroom for the classroom. The youngsters quickly became diggers, self-starters able to enterprise stories. But after a few weeks on the job, a concerned colleague said to me, “Mel, your students are making news instead of covering it. It’s the reporter’s job to report what’s happening, not to make news.”  Although the students won prizes for their reporting and went on to successful careers, my colleague continued to teach his students what I considered a passive, stenographic journalism.

       Should we teach a public-service journalism that requires journalists to define the relevant issues and make them central to their coverage? That would require emphasis in our instruction on the subject matter of journalism—the areas that Pincus says we have ignored.  

   Or should our job be confined to teaching students how to take down what people tell them and to transform it into accurate, readable form? 

    If we look to last year’s political coverage it would seem that the debate is over. Journalists acted on 

suggestions made a while ago in the Nieman Reports:

                  


      Don’t let candidates get away with platitudes and 

   sound bites. Press them on issues.

      Develop sufficient background so that you can

   define the relevant issues the candidates should

   address.

   I think these can be applied to general coverage.  It seems to me that today’s journalists are being asked to define the issues and to seek answers from those who have the power to act on them.  

It would be interesting to see what your students think the journalist’s task is today.  For their edification, here’s something Campbell Brown, a CNN anchor, said about the reporter’s job:

So when you have Candidate A saying

             the sky is blue and Candidate B saying

             it’s a cloudy day, I should be able to tell 

             my viewers, “Candidate A is wrong, Candidate

             B is right.”  And not have to say, “Well, you

             decide.’ That would be like I’m an idiot. And 

             I’d be treating the audience like idiots.”


 Writing the Story
Stories Reflect the Nature of the Event
     In the newsroom, we say that the story should match the event and that the body of the story amplifies the lead. For example: 

    DALY CITY, California—There can be no quiet goodbye

for a slain Hells Angel leader.

   The funeral of Mark “Papa” Guardado, the 46-year-old 

president of the San Francisco chapter shot down after a barroom

brawl, brought about 2,000 Hells Angels  to Duggan’s Serra

Mortuary in Daly City, most driving the biggest, baddest, loudest

Hurleys ever.

   They came from chapters all over the country, not to mention

Stuttgart,Germany; Alberta, Canada, and Melbourne, Australia.

   An overflow crowd of hundreds of members sat or stood in the

funeral home parking lot for two hours, creating a spectacle

that attracted hundreds of gawkers, a full court press and 

police from three cities. …




--Associated Press
   Here’s how Matthew B. Stannard, a staff writer for the San Francisco Chronicle, began his story

about the same event:




   Papa’s final ride was a Viking funeral, his body borne




to his final resting place by a river of chrome and thunder.


The obituary of a popular official who lives to a ripe old age will be measured, deliberate:



Ronald Wilson Reagan, a former film star who became America’s 

 

   40th president, the oldest to enter the White House but imbued with a 


  
   youthful optimism rooted in the traditional virtues of a bygone era, died 


   yesterday at his home in Los Angeles. He was 93







--The New York Times

A sudden, unexpected death will be described in shorter sentences.  

   Jay Bennett, a former member of Chicago-based rock band Wilco, has died, according to a posting Sunday on the Web site of his record label.  He was 45.

                          chicagotribune.com

   
 When a 50 to1 horse won the Kentucky Derby in May, the stunning result drew this lead from New York Times sportswriter Joe Drape:   
  LOUISVILLE, Ky.—Sometimes this game brings you to tears. 
Sometimes it feels right to be wrong. And always it is better than O.K. 
when the tears streaming down your face are



caused by a man in a black cowboy hat and an almost handlebar



mustache, a Cajun jockey with more horse than book sense, and 



a scrawny $9,500 gelding.


The Derby lead violates most of the canons in the lead-writing manual: It runs to

three sentences. One of the sentences contains more than 40 words. It seems to

be personalized—it’s the reporter who’s crying.

But it works. It works because it fits the event, which is the most important writing rule of them all.

        Only once before, in 1913 when a 91-1 long shot won, were the odds longer.  Drape knew that every one of his readers had seen the race on TV or heard it broadcast, and he understood that it was not so much the race itself that was the story but the emotions that Mine That Bird had evoked in all those who watched him run from dead last out of the gate to a runaway first.

Maybe Drape’s lead will take a place alongside another memorable sports lead in our writing pantheon. Few sports stories make it to our memory list.  But here’s a lead that’s been enshrined since 1956 when it was written by Shirley Povich of The Washington Post & Times Herald:




The million-to-one shot came in. Hell froze




over. A month of Sundays hit the calendar. Don 




Larsen today pitched a no-hit, no-run, no-man-reach-




first game in a World Series





 Leads that Stick

Memorable leads seem to violate our rules, one of which tells us to avoid using quotes. Here’s one that was written after congressmen had denounced modern dancing as “erotic”:





“I feel as if I had been pawed by dirty hands,” said



Martha Graham


Note the inspired use of the verb “pawed” with its connotation of juvenile groping. 

The lead was written by Walter Terry of The New York Herald Tribune.  A weather lead also lives on:





Snow followed by small boys on sleds.


That’s the work of H. Allen Smith of the New York World-Telegram.  Smith and Terry’s leads make us visualize pawing hands, children on sleds. Here’s another lead that that makes us see:




STARKE, Fla.,May 25—The state of Florida




  trussed Arthur Spenkelink immobile in the electric




  chair this morning, dropped a black leather mask over 



  
  his face and electrocuted him.

   Wayne King puts us into the death chamber. The use of the verb trussed conjures 

up a shuddering image.  Not only is trussed defined as “to secure tightly,” but as “to arrange for cooking by binding close the wings or legs of a fowl.”   





Labor Intensive


If you were to watch these journalists as they wrote their leads and the body of their stories

you would see hard labor.  Good reporter-writers struggled to make their stories sing—sometimes

a lilting tune, sometimes a doleful dirge. It was said of Red Smith, one of the great sports writers, that

when he wrote his desk was surrounded by mounds of paper, discarded leads. “Writing is easy,” he said.  You just sit there “until little beads of blood form on your forehead.”

     The obituary of Wall Street Journal reporter John R. Wilke included this sentence: “He wrote and rewrote the leads of his articles, sometimes dozens of times, until he was happy with the tone and content… .”

Ethical Guidelines
A Variety of Perspectives for Journalism Students 


Loyalty to the facts: “You inevitably develop an intense sense of revulsion or mild attachment for one candidate or the other,” said Joseph Alsop, Jr., a political writer. But you have to be loyal to the facts or you lose your reputation.”  


John Dewey, the American philosopher, put it this way, “Devotion to fact, to truth is a necessary moral demand.”

An involvement in the affairs of men and women that requires experiencing or witnessing directly the lives of human beings. Involvement generates compassion, accuracy and fairness, which are the foundations of an ethical journalism.

The ability to distance one’s self from experience to generate understanding. Antonio Gramasci, an Italian writer imprisoned by Mussolini for his commitment to freedom. said he had to learn the necessity of being “above all the surrounding within which one lives, but without despising them or believing one’s self superior to them.”


A detached curiosity. an exploratory attitude toward events and ideas.  Detachment requires the journalist to be bound by evidence and reasonable deductions. Detachment is not indifference, which develops when, as Northtrop Frye puts it, the person “ceases to think of himself as participating in the life of the society.”


A reverence for shared values, rules, codes, laws and arrangements that give a sense of community. Such concern causes the journalist to keep careful watch for any action that can divide people by group, class, religion or race.


Faith in experience when intelligently used as a means of disclosing some truths.


An avoidance of valueless objectivity. This kind of objectivity can lead to what the philosopher Stuart Hampshire describes as an “ice age of not caring.”  He writes that such an attitude can mean the end of civilization “not in a flurry of egotism and appetite leading to conflict…but in a passivity and non-attachment, in a general spreading coldness… .”


A willingness “to hold belief in suspense,” to doubt until evidence is obtained, to go where the evidence points instead of putting first a personally-preferred conclusion; “to hold ideas in solution and use them as hypotheses instead of dogmas to be asserted; and (possibly the most distinctive of all) enjoyment of new fields for inquiry and of new problems.” (John Dewey)


An awareness of our limitations and responsibilities. The story can never equal the whole truth.  A concern for the consequences, the impact of what we write. A firm understanding of the line between fact and fiction.


Belief in the methods of journalism, the conviction that this method will lead to some kind of truth worth sharing.


A moral vision of the future. “If you don’t have that vision,” says the Indian writer Ved Mehta, “sooner or later the system will collapse.”  Without a moral vision, the journalist’s compulsion may be power, profit and a place in society.


To be active rather than reactive. Walter Karp, a contributing editor of Harper’s Magazine, writes: “The first fact of American journalism is its overwhelming dependence on sources, mostly official, usually powerful.”   The reporter who develops his or her agenda for coverage is not source driven.  This reporter goes into the community to help define the issues.


Responsibilities. “A journalist, in any effort to render truth, has three responsibilities: to his reader, to his conscience and to his human subjects.”—John Hersey, New Yorker. The reporter’s obligation is to “serve the public—not the profession of journalism, not a particular newspaper, not the government, but the public… .”—Clifton Daniel, The New York Times






Interactive  Exercise

Columbia University is making available to journalism instructors Fire Simulation Exercise.
It is available at http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/newssim/introduction.html.


The exercise puts students on the scene—from the newsroom to coverage of a fatal fire.
Tales from the Statehouse Crypt
Remembrances of Nefarious Things Past
 
The indictment of Rod Blagojevich for soliciting money while governor of Illinois spawned several folos. In one, statehouse reporters were asked to rank the degree of corruption of the officials they cover from 1 (clean) to 7 (crooked). Their scores:



Rhode Island

5.5



Louisiana

5.4



New Mexico

5.3



Oklahoma

5.0






Delaware

5.0

The New Mexico statehouse was my first beat, and I can understand why reporters who cover it today rank the state so high in the corruption category. The state’s history of political chicanery is--there is only one word for it--awesome.  
In the first election I covered, the incumbent, Sen. Dennis Chavez, was challenged by Patrick Hurley, a majestic figure of a man, a former general who followed in the tradition of the well-to-do moving to New Mexico to try to buy their way into the U.S. Senate. The early returns in the senate race had Hurley ahead in the major cities.  I then called Rio Arriba County, a Chavez stronghold. New to the rules of election coverage, I forgot the formalities and did not identify myself:

   UP reporter (me): How many votes does the senator have?

   County clerk (hushed voice): How many does he need?


Checking the Files 
My mentor had told me to check state spending by looking through invoices and vouchers to see, as he put it, “where the people’s money goes.”  This used to be a staple of coverage of government-- city, county, special assessment district and state. The classic example was George Thiem’s examination of checks paid by the Illinois state treasurer for various good and services. Thiem, a reporter for The Chicago Daily News, noticed that many checks the treasurer issued were endorsed not by a handwritten signature but by a typewriter.

Curious, he went around to the vendors supposedly paid by the checks. None had done business with the state; none had received the checks.  The state funds went into the pockets of the state treasurer who went to prison as the result of Thiem’s investigation.
In my days at the statehouse, I found the state auditor’s office to be a treasure trove for a young reporter trying to make an impression:  A state racing commissioner had billed the state for travel in his personal car from his home to a race track during the racing season. The files also contained his signature on  charges against his state-issued gasoline credit card for the same trips. I turned up lots of double billing, some of the nickel and dime variety, others in triple figures.
Years later, one of my Columbia students told me that a teacher-friend had told her that third graders were promised desk-top calculators by their teachers but that the calculators never arrived. I told the student to look at the vouchers and warrants. Sure enough, several thousand calculators were ordered and paid for. The seller was a dummy company.

Another student checked bids submitted for school supplies.  The successful bids looked high—hundred-dollar ladders that cost $15 retail; enough dust cloths to keep the school desks sparkling for a couple of centuries. I told him to check the unsuccessful bidders.  He found the bidders were phantoms. The supply contracts went to the crooks who had fake stationery printed for the high bids they submitted. 


Oil that Greased the Hands of Insiders


I think my students were inspired to do this kind of digging by my ignoring—from time to time—one of the teaching taboos: Do not tell war stories from your experience. Here are some stories that students found instructive.
Going through the big buys of the state highway department, I saw that the department had spent a large amount of money on “lubricating oil” for the department’s fleet of heavy vehicles. The state also paid for moving the barrels of oil from a U.S. government disposal unit. I asked around.  Several of the department’s big vehicles had been disabled after using the “lubricating oil.” 
     

Turned out the stuff was in rusted barrels left over from the construction of the AlCan Highway during World War II and was picked up at a government surplus sale years later by a former state supreme court justice with connections to the state administration. 

After learning the oil was sludge, the department engineers decided to use itighway engineers decided  to kill overgrown vegetation on roadsides. The justice-broker was incensed when he saw his name in the paper. But he continued to be the middleman in more state purchases. My readers seemed to look upon the wheeling and dealing as no more than entertaining reading matter.  

A Miscellany of Misdeeds

      The state payroll was the state administration’s patronage plum. One day, I counted 35 desks in the State Land Office. The payroll listed 65 employees in that office. Where were the phantom 30?  On private, full-time jobs.

  You wanted a license to sell liquor? Take care of the state’s liquor director. You want your driveway paved? No problem. Call the highway department district engineer. You own a ranch and need your horses shoed? Call the state prison warden. I was visiting Freddy Holmes’ ranch one day when a truck pulled up with five husky young men in shirts with numbers stenciled on them. They took care of Freddy’s horses, had a couple of beers, and returned to their cells.  The check went to the warden, an inventive manipulator of his office.

         The warden put to work his knowledge of history: The key to the Teapot Dome scandal was the delivery of some prize bulls to the northern New Mexico ranch of the U.S. Secretary of the Interior.  Now, most folks in the state knew the rancher-cabinet member, Albert B. Fall, was broke. How did he manage to buy these expensive bulls? Check your history books. 
 I knew that the state prison system operated a prison farm with a considerable herd, which the warden decided to improve by buying some expensive bills. But the bulls that turned up at the prison farm were sterile runts. 
          The expensive bulls were shipped to the warden’s ranch downstate, I discovered.

Unlike Fall, who went to federal prison for his corruption, the warden prospered.  He had a golden touch.  The state had turned over to the penitentiary a former Japanese internment camp. The warden allowed Sears to use it as a warehouse and kept the rent check. 


Covering the Legislature
A state senator had a business card he handed out to lobbyists.  Under his name and the county he represented was his motto:   The Best Senator Money Can Buy

   Intrigued by his clarity of purpose when others stealthily worked their ways in hotel rooms and hallway recesses, I asked him to give me an example of how he operated. 


“Simple,” he explained. “I’m head of the labor committee, so I introduce a minimum wage bill.  The restaurant owners association and the laundry and dry cleaners association ask me what it will take to kill my bill in committee.”  Dean Miller flourished. But, one of his colleagues had less luck.  
           Businessmen and lawyers in a southeastern county--as big as an eastern state-- had a bill introduced  to split the county in half.  The sponsors came from the northern section and were miffed at the distance they had to travel to the county seat, way down south. Apprised of the ways the legislature worked, the businessmen spent freely. One of the recipients of their beneficence was a state senator who promised to support the bill. Upon hearing of the free-spending proponents, opponents of the bill sped to the statehouse suitably flushed with fodder.  They found willing adherents to their cause, among them the state senator who had pledged to support the bill.  The double payment became common corridor knowledge.


Too Much of a Good Thing


      This was not good, his colleagues reasoned. He had violated the code: Once bought, you stayed bought. They learned their colleague had rented a plane to take him out of the capital the night before the bill would reach the floor for a vote.  That night, they went out to the small Santa Fe airport, waylaid and hogtied him and brought him back to town.
I can’t recall which side he chose. But I do know that he did agree to hand back his fee to the other side…quietly…unlike Senator Rubio who had agreed with both sides on a minimum wage bill and voted against labor.  After the vote, Tom Wilson, the labor lobbyist, accosted Rubio in the hallway during a recess and asked for his money back.   

       Rubio refused. Wilson lunged at him. “I’ll kill you, you x x x x,” Tom shouted.  We waited for Tom’s lethal left hook.  (He had been an amateur boxer.) Rubio did not wait. Rubio ran, peeling off twenty dollar bills as he scooted past startled secretaries and cheering reporters.  We all returned the bills to Tom. Naturally. 

                      Assignments

Hate Groups 


      Racial and religious hate groups have a long history in the U.S.  Although not as popular as they were decades ago when, for example, the Ku Klux Klan succeeded in electing governors in several states, these groups have proliferated online. The Klan has more than 150 chapters in the U.S.  The most numerous among the hate groups is the Neo-Nazi movement with 200 U.S. chapters. 


More than 900 Web sites, chat groups, games and message board postings preach hate and encourage terrorism.  Some sites include instructions on how to make a bomb out of a cellphone, videos that celebrate homicide bombers and beheadings and call for martyrdom, games that reward the player with points for killing blacks and Jews.  So-called history sites denigrate Martin Luther King, Jr., (www.martinlutherking.org/) and deny the Holocaust (www.revisionists.com).

Two organizations that track these groups are the Southern Poverty Law Center (www.splc.org) and the Anti-Defamation League (www.adl.org). 
The states with the most hate groups are: California, 80; Texas, 67, Florida, 49.

      Four states have no hate groups: Alaska, Hawaii, Rhode Island and South Dakota, two states have one        group: North Dakota, Vermont and three states have two: Delaware, New Mexico, Wyoming.

 
 Assignment:
Locate one of the hate groups and describe its activities.



Mascot

 
There’s usually a good story behind the adoption of the school mascot. Until 1996, for example, the mascot at the University of Tennessee-Chattanooga was Chief Moccanooga, and the team was the Moccasins. But after complaints of insensitivity toward Native Americans, the school adopted Scrappy the Mockingbird and Mocs.  Students can look into the history of their school’s mascot or check one of these:


Speedy the Geoduck—Evergreen State College

The Fighting Pickle—University of North Carolina School of the Arts.





Artie the Fighting Artichoke—Scottsdale Community College




Banana Slug—University of California-Santa Cruz





Boll Weevil—University of Arkansas-Monticello
Worth Quoting

  Writing

   The hard part of writing isn’t the writing; it’s the thinking.








--William Zinsser


  Journalism Education


Journalism education must instill in future journalists an abiding sense of civic duty, an understanding that their job is to provide information with background analysis, context, depth, and accuracy, because citizens rely on journalists to help them develop informed opinions and make informed decisions about the nation’s policies.





--Richard Herman



Lost: Reading Ability

What we are losing in this country and presumably around the world is the sustained, focused, linear attention developed by reading. I would believe people who tell me that the Internet develops reading if I did not see such a universal decline in reading ability and reading comprehension on virtually all tests.





--Dana Gioia



The Newspaper and the Need to Know

It is impossible not to wonder what will become of not just news but democracy itself, in a world in which we can no longer depend on newspapers to invest their unmatched resources and professional pride in helping the rest of us to learn, however imperfectly, what we need to know.





--Eric Alterman



Good Teachers


… really good teaching is about not seeing the world the way everyone else

does. Teaching is about being what people are now prone to call “counterintuitive”

but to the teacher means simply being honest. … Good teachers perceive the world in alternative terms, and they push their students to test out these new, potentially enriching perspectives. …the gtood teacher knows that they can crack the shell of convention and help people look at the world freshly.





--Mark Edmundson 
   

Language

People who cannot distinguish between good and bad language, or who regard the distinction as unimportant, are unlikely to think carefully about anything else.





--B.R.Myers



Objectivity

     I had some dim intuitive feeling that what was wrong with all journalism is that the reporter tended to be objective and that that was one of the great lies of all time.




--Norman Mailer  
Definition
      Journalism: A profession whose business is to explain to others what it personally does not understand.




--Lord Northcliffe






Rock On
       Most rock journalism is people who can’t write interviewing people who can’t talk for people who can’t read.
--Frank Zappa



Journalism Defined


News writing is anything that makes a woman say, “For heaven’s sake.”





--Ed Howe
-0-
  Note: This is the last Update for the current school year.  Update will resume in September
 ##
