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A Miscellany

Quotations, Spell Checker, Classroom Courtesy

                                            Quotations


Reporters and editors who go to work for Bloomberg News are given a handbook that includes a section titled Quotations. Here is some of the advice the handbook authors Matthew Winkler and David Wilson give staffers:


Quotations in journalism are so important that


learning how to use them properly represents the


essence of mastering the craft of journalism itself.



Everything a person says in an on-the-record


interview may become a quote. Obviously, you


won’t quote everything. Instead, you’ll pick and


choose, using only those remarks that contain a


special energy and clarity that make them useful 


to you as a writer.



Learning how to listen for quotes, how to get


people to utter them, how to use them to inspire you


as a writer, and how to structure your articles around


them is, in many ways, the essential journalistic task.




Spell Checker and Misspellings
           An editorial in The New York Times commented on the sad state of public education in Washington, D.C.  The district ranks first in spending on administrators and last in allocating money for teachers. The editorial included this sentence:



The imbalance is particularly disturbing, given


that the District’s children fair worse at school than 


in other  big cities.


A personal note: The eleventh edition of my textbook is no exception to the rule that the misspelled word will climb over firewalls and insinuate itself into the most carefully scrutinized copy.  The caption under the photo that opens my chapter on writing obits reads:





Grave markers tell stories



A renowned ornithologist and an anonymous miner—




Paradise, Ariz., cemetary.

I learned long ago to be stoical about spelling errors. To publicize one of the early editions of News Reporting and Writing, my publisher advertised that it contained a section on grammer.

Classroom Courtesy


From a letter to the editor of the AAUP magazine Academe:




…classroom behavior has, overall, declined



precipitously over the past decade, to the point



where it could threaten learning unless dealt with. 



Many of my colleagues complain about cell phone



use, loud chatter, and surly responses to suggestions


that “work” might be involved in their classes.


The letter writer says discourtesy and noise are especially true of first-year required classes “in which many of the students have been dragooned into enrollment by general education requirements.”


A colleague at a midwestern school told me: 



When I came here a couple of years ago, I noticed
that almost all the men wore their hats in class.  After a few weeks of this, I’d had it and I asked the men to remove them, that I wanted a professional approach to journalism studies.  



The word got out and I was gently reprimanded by the

dean. I had, apparently, overstepped the boundary between instructor and student. I am still uncomfortable looking over a sea of caps when I lecture.

 The Art of Interviewing
White House Correspondents and Oriana Fallaci
    Mark Silva, the Chicago Tribune:



Q: How do you handle off-the-record comments?

A: After you’ve agreed to go off the record and have talked for


   half an hour, you go back and say, “You know, this point you


    made here, can we take that ‘On’?” Often, people will be comfortable


   once they’ve heard their words. 

    SuzanneMalveaux, CNN



 Q: How do you land an interview?

 A: Fox does get interviews a lot more than CNN does because 


     it is perceived to be more sympathetic toward Republicans.


     As a result, the relationships are different. Politicians can and 


     do choose whom they’ll talk with and what about.  There is an

     understanding that they’re going to talk to people they 


    believe are friendly to their agenda.
   
   Elizabeth Bumiller, The New York Times:


 Q: Do you make compromises to gain access to powerful sources?


 A: The cost is nothing other than being polite and saying thank you.


 Q: How do you make reluctant sources open up?

      
 A: Going in a roundabout way is usually very effective—more effective


      than beating them over the head. Talk about a lot of other things


      and just do it in a very circular way.  People are smart.  They know


      what you’re doing.  But after an hour, it sometimes works.  Usually,


      direct, angry confrontation is useless. I never do it.




Oriana Fallaci


Described as “one of the sharpest political interviewers in the world,” Oriana Fallaci worked at her trade from the mid-nineteen-sixties until the mid-nineteen-eighties. She sought out some of the most powerful people in the world—Henry Kissinger, Yasir Arafat, Indira Gandhi.  In an article about Fallaci in The New Yorker, Margaret Talbot writes:



Fallaci’s manner of interviewing was deliberately 


unsettling; she approached each encounter with studied aggressiveness…


and displayed a sinuous, crafty intelligence…she looked as slight and


vulnerable as a child.  Fallaci’s journalism…was infused with a “mythic sense  of 


political evil,” as the writer Vivian Gornick once put it—an almost adolescent 


aversion to power.



In the preface to her Interview with History, Fallaci wrote::



Whether it comes from a despotic sovereign or an elected 


president, I see power as an inhuman and hateful phenomenon…


I have always looked on disobedience toward the oppressive as 


the only way to use the miracle of having been born.


Diana Loercher of The Christian Science Monitor wrote that Fallaci was effective because of “her talent for intimacy. She easily establishes an atmosphere of confidence and closeness and creates the impression that she would tell you anything.  Consequently, you feel safe, or almost safe, to do the same thing with her.”

The Kissinger Interview

Underlying Fallaci’s work was her presumption that the public is entitled to know more than the public image of its leaders. In her interview with Kissinger, then secretary of state under Richard Nixon, Fallaci sensed an overwhelming ego.  She had him boasting that he felt like the “lone cowboy who leads the wagon train alone on his horse.” 
Kissinger’s image of himself as the Lone Ranger led him to say later that granting Fallaci the interview was the “stupidest” act in his public career.  It was, he said, “the single most disastrous conversation I have ever had with any member of the press.” 


The Blogging Community

Positives and Negatives

The new media have had a massive influence in politics, from Barack Obama’s money raising over the Web to the collapse of Sen. George Allen’s campaign for re-election when YouTube posted his “Macaca” comment. 


Are the new media “the new campaign paradigm,” as Garrett M. Graff contends in his book, The First Campaign?  Graff says that the new media emphasize a dialogue between the candidates and voters, instead of the traditional one-way conversation, that the new media empower grass-roots movements. In her review of Graff’s book, Michiko Kakutani of The New York Times, is not so sure.  She writes:



The one big flaw of his book is that while he can be eloquent 


on the positive effects that the Internet has had on American politics—including making vast


amounts of information easily accessible, increasing voter involvement and empowering 


grass-roots movements—he does not come to terms with its downsides: its tendency to


fuel partisanship (which in turn makes compromise and legislation on the big issues


facing the country more difficult); its blurring of the lines between subjective


analyses and rigorously fact-checked reports; its tendency to promote commiseration


among like-minded people instead of reasoned debate between individuals with 


different points of view.

Recognizing Patterns for Stories
Polk Award to Muckraking Blog Talking Points Memo


Blogs are not be eligible for the Pulitzer Prize—unless the report is on a paper’s web site—but the judges for the George Polk Awards did not hesitate to recognize the work of Talking Points Memo (www.talkingpoints memo.com), an investigative reporting site. The award was given for the site’s digging into the firing of eight United States attorneys, which critics of the Bush administration said was done for political purposes. The Polk Award said that the site’s “tenacious investigative reporting sparked interest by the traditional news media and led to the resignation of Attorney General Alberto Gonzales.”

Commenting on the award, Dan Kennedy of Northeastern University told his students that Talking Points had “relentlessly kept a spotlight on what other news organizations were uncovering and watched patterns emerge that weren’t necessarily visible to those covering just a small piece of the story.”


                       


Looking for Patterns


One definition of the journalist’s work is that he or she analyzes information gathered by reporting, and then synthesizes the material in the writing.  You can call this synthesis patterning, which is simply linking the various facts into a meaningful whole, the story. For example: When Mike Huckabee was governor of Arkansas, the state health board voted to ban smoking in restaurants. Huckabee overruled the ban. Reporters covering the story wrote that “Huckabee, a nonsmoker, has received tobacco industry campaign contributions.”

David Halbertam describes “the great reporter’s gifts” as “limitless energy, a fine mind, total recall and an ability to synthesize material.”  The great muckraker Lincoln Steffens said his thinking about reporting was transformed by watching a prosecuting attorney work during his investigation of municipal corruption in St. Louis. “He was sweeping all his cases of bribery together to form a truth out of his facts,” Steffens wrote. “He was generalizing…he was thinking about them all together and seeing what they meant all together.” Steffens said that the pattern that emerged led the prosecutor to conclude that the corruption was systemic.


Isaiah Berlin, the philosopher and political writer, said of this kind of thinking: “To comprehend and contrast and classify and arrange, to see in patterns of lesser or greater complexity is not a peculiar kind of thinking, it is thinking itself.”
It is also the basis of journalism. 

Silent Instructors

Where’s the Debate, the Discussion?


A while ago in a letter published in Journalism & Mass Communication Quarterly, I suggested that we engage in a “discussion of an appropriate journalistic ethic to recommend to students…given the near disappearance from the curriculum of the ethics course.”   I should not have been surprised when the editor of J&MCQ informed me that he had no response from the journal’s readers. Our publications seem dedicated to research projects, which is fine since it helps authors in their quest for promotion and tenure.  But surely there are issues in our field that call for debate and discussion. 


How, for example, do we pass on to students the morality of journalistic practice? Our traditional approach has been to warn about the sin of commission—plagiarism, intrusion on privacy, fabrication.  Often lost in the discussion is our sin of omission, our failure to initiate coverage of community problems. This difference is sometimes described as the difference between the recorder journalist and the activist journalist, sometimes described as the watchdog journalist. 
        
Should a discussion of journalistic ethics include the duty of the journalist to engage in public service journalism? 
Assignments






Required Knowledge



What should a college student know? A scientist lists five subjects or concepts “every educated person should understand.”  They are:

1. Darwinian evolution.  (“As we know, this subject has divided communities, and many believe that creationism should be taught in schools alongside evolution.”)

2. Copernican solar system. (“The concept that the sun and not the earth is the center of our solar system has ramifications well beyond astronomy.”)

3. Size of the universe. (“Our solar system is but a speck in a massive and expanding universe of near-infinite systems.) 

4. Laws governing the conservation of energy. (“The idea of an infinite energy source is as much fiction as the possibility of a perpetual motion machine.”)

5. Ratios.  (“These give people a sense of scale.”) 

   Assignment: Interview instructors from a variety of disciplines.  What subjects in their fields should “every educated person understand”? 





Enrollments

Assignment: What do students major in?  In most schools today, business has the largest number of majors. What were the five most popular majors   5, 10 and 20 years ago? Interview majors and instructors for the reasons for the popularity of these subjects.





No-Saying Pharmacists


“There is now a growing movement of pharmacists who refuse to fill prescriptions to which they have moral or religious objections,” a Brooklyn College sociologist reports. “Almost always the refused prescriptions are related to birth control.” Do any local pharmacies refuse to fill prescriptions for the morning-after pill or other birth-control prescriptions?  Also, interview members of the philosophy, medical and pharmacy departments about the contention of some pharmacists that they are entitled to follow the dictates of their conscience by not filling such prescriptions.
                        

    
Worth Quoting



 


Keeping Up


Whatever you’re doing, you have to keep learning, keep refining your craft, getting up to date because of the enormous changes that take place in technology and so on. So that’s the disciplined mind. And that’s the sine quo non of survival in the workplace




--Howard Gardner






The Heart of Journalism

Reporting is the essential ingredient in good journalism. Everything else is dressing.  Whether covering the White House or the school board, the reporter is the engine that drives the newspaper, the contributor who makes the newscast worthwhile. Forget the fancy packaging. The news organizations that are most successful—the ones audiences consider essential—are those that care most about good reporting.





--Sid Bedingfield






Columbia’s Dean on 
     Missouri’s Journalism School

…it understands the teaching of journalism in a spirit consistent with that of the Morrill Act of 1862: it is a practical skill, not an intellectual endeavor.





--Nicholas Lemann






Ode to Newspapermen

They give all that is in them to the service of their employers, and when they are old and worn out, they are cast adrift like battered wrecks.  Some find a brief haven in an obscure political job, to be again turned adrift with the next administration.  I shudder at the thought of what may come to them after that.  The luckier ones die young.




--Charles E. Chapin

NOTE:


A change had been made in the link to my Fire Simulation Exercise, a free, interactive student
exercise.  The new link is:


  http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/newssim/introduction.html.
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