                               Update LXIX
Rules for Journalism Students

Required or Relaxed?


Rare the instructor who has not struggled with student absences and missed assignments.  Our literature only occasionally examines these questions: 
  1. How many absences, if any, are acceptable?

  2. Should all assigned work be required for a passing grade?

        Some instructors have strict rules for their students: no absences allowed other than illness, death in the family or similar emergencies; all work must be done on time to pass the course.  These instructors make up a distinct minority.  Most, I have found, have flexible attendance and work rules.  Two or three unexcused cuts are permitted; late assignments are accepted.  Late to class? “If you are late three times your grade will be lowered by one letter,” one syllabus tells students. Some instructors will pass students who do not do all assigned work.

Not Birgit Wassmuth of Kennesaw State University. She writes in AEJMC News, “The bottom line is that a student who missed class missed a valuable learning opportunity in the classroom—physical or virtual.”   She disagrees with those who “don’t really care about attendance” so long as they submit good work.  “... if the work of a habitually absente student is good it may be likely that the work was purchased from a ghost writer or may include plagiarized material,” she writes.

Professor Wassmuth inhabits a small island in a sea of permissiveness, if my experience is a guide to today’s rules of the game. I recall many end-of-semester sessions when faculty members would beg off submitting their students’ grades.  They were awaiting material from students who had missed the deadline. I made no friends with my contention that these students should pack up and find another major.


The journalist who misses a deadline does not last long on the job. Well, it’s possible that a magazine editor will accept a delayed piece from a star journalist. But I don’t know of many procrastinating novices making it to that stage. 


As for grades, they certify the student’s professional attitude to the work as well as his or her mastery of it.  Passing the absentee and the procrastinator into the world of journalism validates slipshod performance and damages the school’s reputation. 
 
A new book, Academically Adrift: Limited Learning on College Campuses, contends that college instructors may be too permissive.  The authors say that the four years of college do  not improve students’ critical thinking, complex reasoning and writing.  They arrive as freshmen “not only poorly prepared by prior schooling for highly demanding academic tasks that ideally lie in front of them but—more troubling still—they enter college with attitudes, norms, values and behaviors that are often at odds with academic commitment.”  And they emerge unmarked by their four years. College does little to change these behaviors, they say.
The Reporter at Work 
Coverage Comes from Explicit and Implicit Knowledge 

One of the most difficult tasks of the journalism instructor is illuminating the journalist’s thinking process, the mindset that is at work when reporters gather material for their stories and put it into comprehensible form. Our lectures and reading material abound with examples of good reporting and insightful writing.    We tell students that they have to see first-hand the events they write about, and we advise them that translating these observations into written form requires hard work. One of my favorite axioms for budding journalists is: “Before the gates of excellence the high Gods have placed sweat.” 
But what guides that labor? Where does the spark come from that transforms the journalist’s raw material into a flowing and meaningful narrative? 
The ignition point is reached when the reporter’s observation fuses with his/her storage of information.

A motorcyclist is killed at an intersection at 11 p.m.  The reporter recalls a similar accident at that intersection a month ago.  She checks the files.  This is the fifth accident there in the last two years, three of them fatals.  The story is more than last night’s accident.  It’s about a dangerous intersection that has claimed another victim.  And more: The reporter digs into the scene and learns that there is no traffic light at the corners, just four stop signs…signs that are often ignored. 
The reporter who covered the arrest of a man suspected of planting a bomb along the route of a march honoring the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. added to his story that “the case has stirred fears in the inland Northwest, a region with a history of white supremacy and racially motivated crimes.” 
This fusion of stored material with the immediate event defines the journalist’s work at its highest level. The more material the journalist has stored away, the better his/her work.  Material for the storage comes from reading and varied and wide ranging experience.



A Deeper Look

In a recent book, The Social Animal: Love, Character, and Achievement,   David Brooks, describes the stored matter as consisting of two levels.  Brooks, a columnist for The New York Times, says:  

   Level 1 has vast, implicit memory systems

 it can draw upon, whereas Level 2 relies heavily 

upon the working memory system, the bits of

 information that are consciously in mind at any 

given moment.

 Brooks says that Level 1 is powerful, overriding the conscious operations of Level 2. He is not sure that we realize how powerful the pull of the implicit is.  He writes that we give ourselves “credit for performing all sorts of tasks” we really do not control. The journalist believes he/she operates at Level 2, the level of conscious reasoning. To write the full story of an event, the journalist calls up material that is related, relevant to the event. 
Level 1 is another matter. Along with a plentitude of useful stored matter (Level 2), journalists carry a seething set of emotions, feelings, attitudes that influence how and what they experience and how they communicate that experience. 

For students of journalism, the debate over the tug of the unconscious--formed by education, upbringing, the influence of parents and peer groups, genetic predispositions--is worth discussion. At its simplest, is the student, nurtured in a liberal home, able to render dispassionately a speech by the tea party candidate for governor? Can the sports reporter for College A describe without excuses and lamentations his team’s loss to College B in the NCAA basketball tournament? 

 Testing for Level 1
Here’s one way to have your students examine the baggage they carry.



                   Positive
        Negative
        Neutral

 
Arabs

Capitalism

Catholics

China

Conservatives

Cuba

Democrats

Evangelicals

Fraternities

Gays and Lesbians

Jews

Liberals

Mormons

Muslims

NATO

Neo-Nazis

Republicans

Russia

Saudi Arabia

Socialism

Sororities

Tea Party

United Nations

Wall Street

Zionism

Class Discussion: Should the morality of journalism require neutrality in all subjects the journalist covers? What about the Neo-Nazis on the list?  A negative attitude toward some subjects has led to prize-winning stories. 

You can make the discussion even livelier by listing some names—Newt Gingrich, Sarah Palin, Rupert Murdoch, Barack Obama, Donald Trump, Rand Paul, Vladimir Putin, Mike Huckabee, Michele Bachmann, Muammar el-Qaddafi, Hosni Mubarak, Harry Reid, John G. Roberts Jr.  The names could also be used for a news quiz. 
Form Follows Subject
Is Brevity Always Better?


We’re all familiar with the ABC’s of journalistic writing that we instill in students: 


       
  Accuracy


     
  Brevity

                  
  Clarity


No argument about A and C. But B requires qualification. We can call up the esteemed writers who urge compression:




...there is but one art: to omit. O if




I knew how to omit I would ask no




other knowledge.  A man who knew



how to omit would make an Iliad




of a daily newspaper.





--Robert Louis Stevenson


Mark Twain reportedly said, “If I had more time, I’d write shorter,” which is a version of 

G.K. Chesterton’s remark to a correspondent excusing the length of his letter, saying that he did not have time for a short epistle, and Henry David Thoreau’s, “Not that the story need be long, but it will take a long time to make it short.”  These all trace to Blaise Pascal’s, “I have made this letter longer than usual because I lack the time to make it short.” Date: Around 1657.

 Ernest Hemingway boasted that he could write a short story in six words, “For sale. Baby shoes. Never used.” Journalism instructors used a version of the Hemingway story, the  classified ad they showed their windy students, “For sale. Wedding dress. Never used.” 
  The art of writing is knowing what to leave out and condensing the rest, a city editor told his staffers. Journalism instructors I knew would mention Calvin Coolidge’s taciturnity as a model for their students. After President Coolidge returned from a church service a friend asked him what the sermon was about. “Sin,” Coolidge replied. The friend pressed him; what did the clergyman say about it?  Coolidge replied, “He said he was against it.”


In a recent column in USA Today, Al Neuharth extolled the virtues of concise writing.  He does, however, quote Deborah Tannen, professor of linguistics at Georgetown University: "Brevity hones thinking and forces clarity but can also mean losing subtlety and nuance. The challenge is knowing when it does more harm than good.”

In other words, what you are writing about often determines how you write the piece. 

A complicated event requires more words than a fender bender. The long feature has had as much interest for readers as the brief. When he was at the St. Petersburg Times, Thomas French wrote a series of four articles about Southeast Asian refugee families and their adjustment to life in the United States. (See NRW Plus, The Learning Center, The Girl Whose Mother Lives in the Sky, chapter 5, in www.mhhe.com/mencher12e.) French won the 1998 Pulitzer Prize for feature writing for his series on the murder of a woman and her two daughters who were vacationing in Florida.  (See NRW Plus, Angels and Demons, chapter 7.) 


I say that the long feature “has had” a readership. Given the popularity of reading news sitting in front of a screen, or perusing a hand-held device--neither posture conducive to long stretches of reading--the survival of the long piece is questionable.
A History Lesson
Innocent Photo? 

In its current issue, rails to trails magazine includes a letter accompanied by a two-column photograph of three smiling and well-dressed women on bicycles, one in high heels. The letter says:

    I was sure you would appreciate a postcard

 I bought in Paris last May.  The caption is ‘Elegance

 on a bicycle day, June 1942.’ Leave it to the French

 to set the bar for fashion on two wheels.


A bit of background: In June 1942 France had been occupied two years by the Nazis and their killing machinery. 




The Editor Responds


I asked the managing editor, Karl Wirsing, whether he had any response to what was obviously a propaganda photo designed to make the Nazi occupation appear benign. .  He replied: 

     Reaction to that postcard has been swift and

emotional, and for good reasons. We were 

aware of the historical backdrop for the bicycling 

scene when we ran it, and we knew there was 

potential for readers not to appreciate the blithe 

serenity of the women in such a horrible context—

and, as you point out, their potential connection to 

Nazi occupation. From the handful of letters I’ve

 received so far, some express offense or are upset

 by the darker, unspoken side of the scene; others 

have appreciated the postcard’s historical setting 

and the melancholy, reflective thoughts it evokes. 

We certainly never meant to offend, and I am 

beginning to sense the negative response outweighing 

the positive
Class Discussion: Tell your students they determine the content of the magazine that received the photo and letter. Would they run the material?  What do they think of the editor’s 
comment about readers appreciating the “blithe serenity of the women”? 

Egg on Face Dept.
On the Cover Saturday, Postscripted Sunday


The Sunday New York Times Magazine, distributed on a Saturday to local subscribers, carried a long cover article about a freshman basketball player so good that he probably would stay at Baylor University a year and then turn professional. It quoted a sports blog that said Perry Jones III is “projected as possibly the first pick in the NBA draft.”

Next day in the newspaper’s Corrections column, the Times reported:  “After the article had gone to press, Jones was declared ineligible by the N.C.A.A. for the beginning of the Big 12 tournament for ‘pre-enrollment amateurism’ and ‘preferential treatment violation’ having to do with three loans from Jones’s A.A.U. coach to his mother, which were said to have been repaid in a ‘timely’ manner.”


The NCAA said Jones and his family "actually received benefits, including a trip, with the total benefit amount of more than $4,100. This sets the case apart from the [Cam] Newton case, where there was no sufficient evidence of benefits being provided or direct involvement by the student-athlete."
Big-time collegiate sports have been under NCAA scrutiny for years. One of the measurements the NCAA uses to judge a school’s dedication to the scholar-athlete is its graduation rate. For basketball players, the rate has been steadily increasing.  The national rate now stands at 66 percent; Baylor’s rate is 38 percent. The NCAA suggests that any school with a less than 50 percent graduation rate for its athletes should be denied post-season play. 

 Ten of the 68 teams in the 2011 March Madness basketball tournament would have been ineligible under the 50 percent benchmark recommended by the Knight Commission and supported by U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan: University Southern California, Syracuse, Kansas State, Purdue, Alabama State, Morehead State, San Diego State, Alabama-Birmingham, University California-Santa Barbara, Texas-San Antonio.

Assignment: Look up your school’s graduation rates for students playing intercollegiate sports (NCAA.org).  How does its rates compare with the rates of other schools in its conference? 
Racist, Neo-Nazi  Groups Growing

A Record 1,002 Across America


Among the cuts congressional Republicans are pressing is $133 million from the FBI’s  

budget. The proposal does not sit well with Sen. Harry Reid, D-Nev., who said it would undermine efforts to combat hate groups in his state and in the country. Reid said 15 such groups operate in Nevada.
The Southern Poverty Law Center, which monitors such groups, reports that for the first time since it began studying them their number exceeded 1,000 in 2010. The states with the largest number are:



California—68



Texas—59



Florida—49



New Jersey—47


 
Mississippi-40

The states with the fewest hate groups are:



Rhode Island—2



South Dakota—2



Vermont—2



Maine—3




New Mexico—3

Hate Groups
Here are some illustrations from the Center’s website:  
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Neo-Nazis with Flag

Skinbyrd patch





 

Lightning Bolts Insignia
Keystone State Skinheads logo
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Assignment: Locate a hate group in your state for a feature.
	· 
	· 
	· 

	
	
	


Worth Quoting
Tight Writing

   Our (New York Times) composing room has an unlimited supply of periods 

available to terminate short, simple sentences.





--Turner Catledge

                                           

Important Journalism
However much traditional print and broadcast venues switch to online, there is genuine worry whether they will have or be willing to expend the resources required for some of the most important journalism.






--Judy Woodruff





Teaching Journalism


It’s not just the satisfaction of giving back to the journalistic enterprise you love or the energizing experience of interacting with young people. It’s also the intellectual pleasure that comes from designing courses, a process that forces the professional journalist to rteflect on his craft.






--Jon Palfreman




         Genius



There have been only two authentic geniuses in the world, Willie Mays and William Shakespeare.






--Tallulah Bankhead  

 

                                                The Teacher
            Finally, in reality it all comes down to the teachers. However brilliant the 

“curriculum frameworks” and however scholarly the textbooks, what the teachers 

do with them is most of the game. 

                                                --Theodore R. Sizer

 

 




 Obit
    After I depart this vale, if you remember me and have thought to please my ghost, 

forgive some sinner and wink your eye at a homely girl.                          

                                    

 --H.L Mencken

            

Informed by the Web?
            I’ve worried aloud that the polarization and glorification of polemic 

on the Web makes it easier for readers to feel informed without  ever 

encountering information that contradicts their prejudices or obliges them

to think for themselves.

                                   

 --Bill Keller





   Baseball Wisdom


Ninety percent of this game is half mental.





--Yogi Berra
 Assignments


Religious Knowledge


The Pew Forum on Religion and Public Life questioned 3,412 Americans about their knowledge of the Bible, religious history and geography and Christianity and other religions. Out of the 32 questions, here are the numbers various groups answered correctly:



Atheist/agnostic—20.9



Jewish—20.5



Mormon—20.3



White evangelical Protestant—17.6



White Catholic—16.0


 Black Protestant—13.4


 Hispanic Catholic—11.6


Some of the questions: Where was Jesus born? What is Ramadan? Whose writings

inspired the Protestant Reformation? Which Biblical figure led the exodus from Egypt? What religion is the Dalai Lama, Joseph Smith, Mother Teresa? Can a public school teacher “read from the Bible as an example of literature?” Can a public school teacher lead a class in prayer?

Assignment: With the assistance of faculty members and religious leaders, compose a questionnaire to test the religious knowledge of students on campus.




Obesity


One of five Americans is obese.  The consequences of obesity are cancer, high blood pressure, heart disease, diabetes, stroke and other illnesses.  The states with the largest percentage of obese residents are: Mississippi, West Virginia, Texas, Kentucky, Indiana and Michigan.  The states with the lowest are: Colorado, Massachusetts, Vermont, Rhode Island and Utah.


Assignment: 1) What is your state’s obesity percentage? 2) What factors account for the differences in the highest and lowest state percentages? 
Class Discussion

Jack Fuller, the former editor and publisher of the Chicago Tribune, says that the “challenge for journalists from here forward is not only the steadfast adherence to the values of accuracy and independence and the social responsibility to provide civic education but also the development of thinking and talking about how to advance the social mission of journalism in a radically and rapidly evolving environment.”

He says that the response does not lie in discussions of technology “but rather to create a new rhetoric of news that can get through to the changed and changing audience.”  The challenge is “how to persuade people to assimilate the significant and demand the accurate.”


Discussion: What are some ways that will entice people to look for news of significance?  The publisher of a major newspaper chain in the northeast has dropped the print version of his newspapers and is completely online.  Is this a solution for the economic stress under which most printed newspapers operate?  Do any students read the print version of the local newspaper, the online version?
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