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Role Models

Do Journalism Students Have Real Heroes?


Every other day, it seems, the sports pages and the sports stations

inform us of the latest heroes—the Celtic forward with the last-minute basket; 
the Trojan quarterback with the game-winning pass; the Yankee third 
baseman with the extra-inning home run.  
I notice the growth of sports writing classes in the journalism curriculum.

Do instructors include hero in their lists of clichés, platitudes, bromides

and trite words and phrases that are to be avoided?   


Perhaps the lack of real heroes as models has cheapened the word.   

A professor of religion, Susannah Heschel of Dartmouth, wrote:




What comes to my mind immediately



is moral courage.  I am a professor, and I have 



learned that my students don’t have living



moral heroes.  They see politicians all around



them who seem successful but are not moral



leaders.  I guess I grew up in a different era,



with people with moral courage who spoke 


out against injustice, who made such issues



central in their lives.



Simon Blackburn, a professor of philosophy at the University of 

Cambridge, wrote:




Saying no or even “Are you sure?” 



to infinite power is probably high on most



people’s list of heroisms, one they hope,



but doubt, they might achieve themselves.


Journalists are the peoples’ surrogate in coping with power.

Journalism’s Heroes
Do your students know of any journalists of whom it could be 

said that their work exhibited the moral courage Professor Heschel

describes or the heroism Blackburn cites as necessary in coping with power?  
With the elimination of history and ethics course in many programs, 

students may be deprived of their names. Here are a few of the lesser-known:


Ida B. Wells, who fought against what


       she described as “Lynch Law.”  She was herself
       
       threatened with lynching but continued to write.
Hazel Brannon Smith and Mabel Norris 


       Reese, southern journalists who opposed

      
       Jim Crow despite economic boycotts and


       physical threats.



Robert Cox, an American who was the


      editor of the English-language Buenos


     Aires Herald. He published the lists of those


     who were missing during the murderous 


     dictatorship in Argentina in the 1970s and


     1980s. Cox was taken to a prison, marched

 
     past a huge Nazi flag, threatened with 

                 torture and ordered to leave the country.

Professor Heschel’s father, Abraham Heschel, an Old 

Testament historian, described the biblical prophets

a being “intent on intensifying responsibility.”  They were 

“impatient of excuse, contemptuous of pretense and self
pity.”  They “felt fiercely” and were “attuned to a cry 

imperceptible to others.”   This seems an apt description
of the moral journalist.

Background 
Significant Material for Students


Speaking of Ida B. Wells and Hazel Brannon Smith…


A colleague referred me to two columns on Poynteronline 

(www.Poynter.org) dated March 12, 2008, by Roy Peter Clark, 
senior scholar and vice president of the Poynter 

Institute, under the heading “Writing Tools.” One column is titled

People, the other Documents.  Here are two of the 19 entries 
in the People column:
   Ida B. Wells--Used the power of her presence and


     her writing for racial justice and women’s rights.

   Hazel Brannon Smith--The Mississippi editor who 

     faced firebombs and won a Pulitzer Prize for her support 
     of racial justice. 

  In my textbook, News Reporting and Writing, I say that Wells 

“exposed lynch law and mob rule at great personal risk (p. 563),” and

 I describe how Smith “refused to be silent in the face of injustice.  In

1964, she was found guilty of contempt of court for interviewing the widow

of a black man who was whipped to death.  In an editorial she wrote in 1954,

she accused the sheriff who had shot a young black man in the back of ‘violating 

every concept of justice, decency and right.’ The sheriff sued for libel and

was awarded $10,000.  The state supreme court overturned the ruling.”


The business community pressured Smith to stop writing about 

racial injustice, school segregation and the atmosphere of fear in the black

community.  She refused, at a high price (p. 566-7). An economic boycott

made her penniless.
Among the others in People are Edward R. Murrow, George Orwell,
Ernie Pyle, William F. Buckley Jr., Eugene Roberts, Walter Cronkite.

In the 16 items in his Documents column, Clark includes

the First Amendment, the Hutchins and Kerner Commission Reports,

Andrew Hamilton’s defense of John Peter Zenger, the Pentagon Papers

decision, the Magna Carta, Tom Wolfe’s, Manifesto on New Journalism and
George Orwell’s Politics and the English Language.

Clark lists two books among the 16 Documents: Strunk and White’s 

Elements of Style and “Melvin Mencher’s journalism textbook.”  
Information “we can do without”
The Trivialization of News


Several years ago, AP special correspondent Tad 

Bartimus wrote:

    I worry that soon none of us, you



or me, will be able to tell the difference



between the information we need to know--



that we must know—to retain a democracy,



and the information we can do without.



    Some journalists--and I say some—are 



losing the ability to differentiate between 



the Persian Gulf War and a Joan Collins 



face lift.



    I worry about how we equalize the trivial



and the monumental.





Suggestions from Our Past

Andrew Bradford, the founder of Pennsylvania’s first newspaper,  

The American Weekly Mercury, in 1734 defined freedom of the press

as a 

…liberty of detecting the wicked and destructive measure of

certain politicians, of dragging villainy out of its obscure 

lurking holes and exposing in its full deformity to open day…of

attacking wickedness in high places, of disentangling the folds 

of a wicked and corrupt administration, and pleading freely for

a redress of grievances.


Discussion: Does Bartimus’s criticism of coverage hold up today? 
Do the local and regional media engage in the kind of reporting suggested
by Bradford as an activity essential to press freedom?  Do students look 
at the online news services that emphasize investigative reporting?

Is He Right?

Rupert Murdoch Says Short Stories Sell


The July/August issue of The Atlantic has a piece,

“Mr. Murdoch Goes to War,” in which the author, Mark Bowden, 

writes that the new owner has made it clear that he wants a 

makeover of his purchase, The Wall Street Journal.


Murdoch wants “shorter stories,” says the Journal’s

new editor. This, along with other changes, will make the newspaper

more competitive, the editor says.  Murdoch has designs on competing

with The New York Times and with financial newspapers.





A Bit of History

Years ago, another editor of the Journal had similar plans.

Worried about the loss of readership to more sprightly competitors, 

the editor suggested that a no-jump rule be instituted.  That is, no stories

that began on page one could continue inside.


I was invited by the editor to a retreat where this and other 

proposals would be discussed by various editors and some bureau 

chiefs.  On the afternoon of the second day the no-jump idea was

before us. 
 Several of the editors embraced the proposal; most of

the bureau chiefs had reservations.  I agreed with the bureau chiefs.

I said that the idea ran counter to the findings of a Journal readership survey

that had been circulated to us the day before.  The survey included readers’
comments like these:




I trust Journal stories because



   all the facts are there. 


   
The paper gives me enough 



   material so I can make up my own



   mind.




I get bits and pieces from radio



   and TV.  I read the Journal for the 



   full story.


    
I prefer the Journal because 


   the stories are complete.
Length, I said, seems to correspond to conviction.  That is, the 
ample material in Journal stories made readers feel they were being given 

information that took them close to the truth of the event.  
I quoted from a Gallup poll about the believability

of 16 news organizations. People gave the highest marks to The Wall Street Journal. 

I am not sure that I can make the same argument for depth journalism
today when abbreviated online news is so popular.  Murdoch may 
be proven right   





-0-


Note: In the July/August Harper’s, John Leonard writes

in a review of a book by New York Times reporter David Carr, 

that Carr “might as well be back in Minneapolis, where kid reporters 

at alternative weeklies like the Twin Cities Reader got their start chatting 
up cops and gangsters.  It’s just that gangsters now have names like

Rupert and properties like the Wall Street Journal.”

Leonard calls Carr’s book--The Night of the Gun: 

A reporter investigates the darkest story of his life. His own-
a “remarkable memoir.”
Oops, Sorry Boss
An Attack on Journalism Education Revisited


Over the summer, Leonard Downie Jr. announced his retirement after

17 years as executive editor of The Washington Post.  A few years after

Downie got the job, The New Republic ran a piece by Michael Lewis 
attacking journalism education. 

 Lewis had spent a couple of days at the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism where he visited the classroom of one of the faculty members--

whose name Lewis misspelled throughout the piece.  To buttress his contention that

a journalism degree is worthless, Lewis found a willing source at
The Washington Post, a columnist named Joel Achenbach.  He quotes 
Achenbach: 



“Whenever I hear someone went to journalism


  school I immediately assume they are inferior in 

  one way or another,”  says Joel Achenbach, who


  writes the “Way Things Are” column for The Washington


  Post.  “All we do is ask questions and type and 


  occasionally turn a phrase.  Why do you need to


  go to school for that?”

 (Neat grammatical touch: “someone...they’’.

As I wrote in a rejoinder, if Achenbach tossed a bowling ball

down the Post newsroom it would ricochet from one journalism school
graduate to another.  And if Lewis happened on Downie’s background, 
he’d find Achenbach’s boss had not one but two journalism degrees.

     

Assignments



Disappearing Birds


The Audubon Society reports that “many of America’s 

most familiar and beloved birds are slowly but steadily vanishing,”

among them the Northern Bobwhite, the Evening Grosbeak,

the Northern Pintail, Greater Scaup and Eastern Meadowlark.


Assignment: What birds in your state or region are “in decline”?

What, if anything, is being done to arrest the decline?





Hate Groups


The Southern Poverty Center (www.splcenter.org)  says there are

888 active hate groups, and the Simon Wiesenthal Center (www.wiesenthal.com)

reports there are several thousand websites, portals, chat groups, games and

message board postings that “raise red flags for experts in online hate and

terrorism.”  Every state has at least one such group.


The Center finds these states with the largest number of hate groups:



California

80



Texas


67



South Carolina
45



Georgia 

42



Tennessee

38



Virginia

34



Pennsylvania

33


Assignment: Select a hate group that operates in your state and 

obtain its mailings and other information for an article about its activities, 

leadership, purpose, membership. 



Computerized Euphemisms


Journalists, our critics complain, are too sensitive to 

conventional morality.  They cite:



A New York Times story that included this


        sentence: “As children we used to play

        cowboys and Native Americans.”



A Fresno Bee story that described a 


        business as having gone from a succession

        of annual financial losses “finally into the

       African American.”


Assignment: Can you find any examples of a local newspaper or

station using a euphemism instead of the common language?




Church and State


The line separating church and state is constantly in the 

process of being redrawn. In South Carolina, the legislature 

authorized a state-issued license plate that contains a cross against

a stained glass window and the phrase “I Believe” along the bottom 

of the plate. In Texas, the board of education approved establishing

Bible classes in public high schools. 

 In Louisiana, a so-called “academic freedom”

bill was passed that allows teachers to use “supplemental 

materials” in class when discussing topics, including evolution.

In Florida, two state constitutional amendments would permit state 

assistance for religious schools and ministries.


Some are being questioned in court battles.

Assignment: Have any groups in your state undertaken 
efforts that would redraw the line between church and state?
Worth Quoting
Journalism: Costly Education


We’ve increased writing time and reporting-class time 

for freshmen.  We really demand that everyone be literate

and proficient in writing as well as in audio and video 

storytelling.  They don’t necessarily come to us with tools

to do that. This effort requires not just mental tools but

physical tools as well, which requires a lot of money. It is

costly to upgrade digital audio recorders, video cameras, 

computers that can edit video on the run. It’s not

a cheap school to run, as  I found out, try as I may to make

it somewhat less expensive.





--Henry Bienen
Professorial Lust

Professors, lusting after tenure and prestige, 

teach that the great works of the Western canon, 

properly deconstructed, are not explorations of the 

human spirit but merely reflections of power relations 

and social pathologies.





--George F. Will





Starting Out


It may be a scary time to be starting a career in 

journalism. But it’s also an exciting time, because you’ll

be helping to define new media, and helping to redefine 

older ones. Regardless of the medium, be it print or

radio or television or the Internet or something still 

to come, what will remain true is that practicing journalism

is an awesome privilege. It grants you access to both

the corridors of power and the secrets of the human

heart.





--Terry Gross





Worth Waiting For


It takes at least a couple of decades for a man 

to discover that he was well taught.  All true education

is a delayed-action bomb, assembled in the classroom

for explosion at a later date.





--Clifton Fadiman




Learning to Live


Life consists in learning to live on one’s own, 

spontaneous, free-wheeling: to do this one must 

recognize what is one’s own—be familiar and at

home with oneself!  This means basically learning who

one is, and learning what one has to offer to the 

contemporary world, and then learning how to make

that offering valid. 





--Thomas Merton 





Good/Bad Writing


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





Point Zero


…the right’s decline…  The omnipotent Karl Rove

has fallen so low he’s now working in journalism.





--Jack Shafer




Class Discussion





A Question of Ethics


In his CNN program “Reliable Sources,” Howard Kurtz

interviewed the author of a book about her experiences in Iraq

as a CBS correspondent.  After he had read from the book, Kurtz

said, “I should mention that my wife has done some promotion

work for Kim Dozier’s book.”


Several journalists and ethicists objected:

1. Kurtz should have mentioned the 

relationship at the beginning of the interview.

2. Kurtz should not have done the interview.


Discussion: Was the disclaimer adequate? Should Kurtz

have passed the interview on to another person?  Should he have

not done the interview
?

Fire Simulation Exercise

How to Access the Free Online, Interactive Exercise


Here is the link to Fire Simulation Exercise that Columbia 

  University developed to accompany my News Reporting and Writing, eleventh edition:


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


The Workbook, NRW Plus and Brush Up, heretofore in print, are now

  interactive and free at www.mhhe.com/mencher11. They contain exercises

  students can do and check their work online. 

