Update XLIX
“A Reporter is a Lifelong Student”
A Veteran Reporter’s Advice

When I was teaching at the University of Kansas I noticed some excellent reporting on our United Press teletype machine from the statehouse in Topeka, bylined Joseph L. Galloway. As a former UP statehouse correspondent. I wrote him, I knew the
easy way to cover that beat—rewrite the handouts and cover the meetings. Galloway dug out the meaningful deals and compromises that allow state government to function. He provided insightful reporting and wrote well. 

A while back I asked him: What advice have you for students who want to be journalists? You might find his response useful for your students.





Background

After working in US bureaus, Galloway was sent abroad and was a UPI bureau manager in Moscow and manager for Southeast Asia with headquarters in Singapore. He also served in New Delhi, Jakarta and Tokyo. 
     He was a combat correspondent in Vietnam. Under heavy enemy fire, he rescued wounded US soldiers in the la Dang Valley, for which he was awarded the Bronze Star, the only civilian to receive that award in the Vietnam War. He wrote a book, We Were Soldiers Once…and Young, about his war experiences which became the basis of the 2002 movie “We Were Soldiers.”  He was among the last American correspondents in Saigon before it fell to the North Vietnamese in 1975.
     He was born Nov. 13, 1941, in Bryan, Tex., and attended Victoria College in his native state. He is a media consultant in Washington. 
      I imposed on our friendship to ask him, “What advice would you have for journalism students?” Here is something he sent me a while ago that you might want to use in your classes:




The Basics
Given the time and material, a person who has learned the basics of bricklaying can build a grand cathedral. Without those basics his structures will turn out to be hollow and dangerous shells.
     It is no different for the reporter.
     A good police-beat reporter can cover the White House, and perhaps more of them should.
     The basics for the reporter from station house to White House are accuracy and fairness—honest information honestly conveyed.
     The reporter owes a lifelong debt to his editor, his readers and, above all, to himself. The ledger on that debt is updated and balanced every time he touches a keyboard or a microphone.
     He owes all parties the debt of full, fair, balanced coverage of a story which he should approach with personal interest, personal knowledge and a personal commitment to the truth.




Nothing is Routine

     There are no routine stories, only stories that have been covered routinely.
     Beginning reporters are traditionally "broken in" with a tour of writing obituaries, considered a small, ho-hum, back-row operation of no seeming consequence.
     What nonsense. What an opportunity.
     The obits are probably read by more people with greater attention to detail than any other section of a newspaper. Nowhere else is error or omission more likely to be noticed.
     A good reporter gives each obit careful, accurate handling and searches in the stack for the one or two that can be brought to life. 
     "Veteran of WWII," the funeral-home sheet says. Did he make the D-Day landing on the beaches of Normandy? "Taught junior high English for 43 years." Find some former pupils who can still quote entire pages of Longfellow because somehow she made it live and sing for them.
     Look around. See who's likely to go before long and interview him. Few people can resist the opportunity to tell of their life and times. The good reporter finds them, listens to them, and learns from them.
     Whatever the assignment, look for the people, listen to their stories, study them—and in your copy let them move, speak, act naturally. Put no high-flown words in mouths that never spoke them. You write of real people, not puppets to be yanked around from paragraph to paragraph, and you owe them their reality.
     Check your facts. The more startling the claim, statement or allegation, the more attention should be given to double or triple checking for error or misinterpretation.
                             
 Listen 
   A good reporter is a student all his life. Each new assignment demands a crash course in the theory and practice of yet another profession or system. From station house to courthouse to state house or White House, you have to find out what the official sitting in the chair knows, and you cannot recognize the truth from a position of blind ignorance.
     Reporting involves long hours of listening to those who do know the ins and outs of the story, digging in the morgue files, filling up another shelf in the bookcase at home.
     Then there is always the continuing study of your job as a reporter and writer whose challenging subject is the changing and unchanging conditions of mankind. For that study, you must read.
     The prescription "to read" by itself does not convey what I mean.
     If in this electronic era you are not accustomed to it, then you must train yourself to gulp down the printed word with the true thirst of someone who has covered the last 15 miles of Death Valley on his belly.




          Read

     Read for your life.
     Read every newspaper that comes under your eye for style, for content, for ideas, for pleasure. And the books, my God, the books. The world of modern publishing has a 500-year head start on you and it is pulling further ahead every year.
     Never mind your transcript or your résumé. Let me see your bookshelves at home and your library card.
     In a long career, a reporter's assignments may change radically and often, or he may spend his lifetime on a single beat in one town. That is a matter of personal choice, opportunity and chance. What never changes is the basic debt owed and the only way to settle it.
     I served my apprenticeship on a small Texas daily, sitting at the left hand of a fine, conscientious reporter who handled the city government beat. He had been there for years then and today—years later—he is still there. In amazement, I heard him turn down job offers from big city dailies. He knew and encouraged my own ambitions, but his ambition was simply to continue providing honest, informative coverage of his beat.
     His explanation:
     "You may go and cover the great capitals of the world and the great conflicts, and that's an important job. But unless the people of this town, and all the other towns like it, know and understand the workings of their own city hall, how can you expect them to understand what is happening 6,000 miles away? Unless there's someone doing my job right, your job is hopeless."

Note: I’ve only sketched Galloway’s background. A good Search assignment: Have your students write a profile that combines their Internet work with the above material
Reporting Methodology
Is the Reporter an Empiricist?
       
In Update XLVIII, I discussed the concept of reporters making hypotheses before going out on a story.  Several colleagues were unhappy with the brief explanation.
Here’s another approach to the subject. The point to make is that reporters are not blank slates when they go out to cover their stories. 


Try this:
Journalism students and young reporters are warned not to prejudge 
events, to hold off until they do their reporting, until all the facts are in. Otherwise, 
their reporting may be colored by their assumptions, they are told.


The theory that knowledge emerges from experience has merit, and journalists answer their critics with assurances that they are empiricists, never imposing their own ideas on the events they cover. 

But in the practice of journalism, the reality is far different. The fact is that as soon as a reporter is given an assignment he or she begins to develop ideas about the event or person to be interviewed. The reporter thinks of possible leads early on. These lead ideas direct the reporter’s questions and observations.





The Reality of Reporting


“The best journalists may adhere to the orthodoxy of their craft verbally, but they always have an animating idea they apply to the event they’re covering.  In fact, what are called significant facts are always based on rational analysis,” says Sidney Blumenthal in an article in The New Republic. He says that by “starting with a premise in advance of doing a story,” reporters can move closer to the event “than when they are operating by the rigid empirical method.”


In other words, reporters have to adopt a tentative theme for their reporting.  This is consistent with a modern theory of knowledge, best summed up this way: “You don’t know what you’ve seen unless you know what you’re looking for.”


Lincoln Steffens, the great muckraker, used this concept in his reporting. He wrote about going to Philadelphia to check on reports of graft among officials “knowing just what to look for.” He had a scheme in mind that he sketched out for his editor, S.S.McClure.  McClure objected.  He told Steffens that such theorizing would impede if not color his reporting.  


Steffens said he told McClure that “one of the methods of scientific research 

is to form a hypothesis and test it with the facts, and one of the tests of truth was to base a prediction upon your theory and watch the outcome of  the event.” 


Of course, if the tentative lead goes nowhere, a new one is adopted. Experienced

reporters are always thinking leads as they cover an event.  They “frame the lead while

the story is unfolding,” say John W. Chancellor and Walter R. Mears, veteran reporters.

Try This In Class

You can test this concept of reporting by setting up this scenario.  You are at work 

and you are told:

1. A fire breaks out at 

   noon in a campus dormitory.

2. A fire breaks out at

               3 a.m. in a campus dormitory.

Ask students what their immediate reactions are after learning of 1 and then 2. 

1. Students usually say they will ask about

the cause of the fire and damages to

the structure.

2. Students will first  ask whether there were any

injuries or deaths.
In other words, the reporter is not a blank slate going out on a story. Of course, the wider the reporter’s experience and knowledge, the more salient his or her theorizing about the event.

This concept of premise-making has even more urgency today when reporters must move quickly from event to the website.

Try These Also

Multiple Births 


The National Center for Health Statistics (www.cdc.gov/nchs) periodically issues reports useful for reporters who like to do enterprise stories. Here is material from the most recent report that you might give your students to try their hand at theorizing or premise-making.


Table 40 lists by state “Twin and triplet and higher order birth rates by state.”

Here are the top rates:



Twins



Triplets or Higher
       State

Rate (per 1,000 
        State              Rate   



     live births)

Massachusetts              44.2


   New Jersey        278.7

New Jersey

 42.7


   Nebraska           253.8      

Connecticut
             41.8


   Massachusetts   250.6

New Hampshire           39.0                               Michigan          227.3

Rhode Island                38.5                               N. Dakota         226.2  

Notice that there is not one southern state in the lists, that Massachusetts and New Jersey figure in both lists, that the states in the twins list are all in the northeast. Climate? Perhaps.  A more likely link is money.  Many multiple births are the result of in vitro fertilization, a medical procedure that runs about $12,000 per try, and many women undergo more than one treatment to become pregnant. 


The three states with the highest per capita income are Connecticut, New Jersey and Massachusetts.   Southern states are among the lowest in per capita income.          
Covering a Fire
Online Simulation Available

McGraw Hill Higher Education and Columbia University have made an online simulation exercise available to journalism instructors and students. Created by John V. Pavlik, the interactive exercise takes the student to the scene of a five-alarm fire as it rages late at night in a high-rise apartment building. Students act the role of a reporter and are given a two-hour deadline to write the story. 


To access this interactive simulation:

1. Open a Web browser and go to the link:   http://ccnmtl.columbia.edu/projects/newssim/introduction.html 

2.  Then, complete the Background Reading on this page as well as the   Introduction. 
3.  On the Introduction page, click on the line: 

          I'm ready to go to Freeport News 
4.  From there, follow the on-screen instructions to complete the simulation. 
5.  At any time, you can click on the links at the top of the page: 
         Introduction. Freeport News.

         The Police Beat. Covering the Story.

         Lead and Story Structure. About the Lead. 

         Writing the Story 
  These allow you to review material already covered or to proceed to another section of the simulation.

  



Teaching Tools



 
  Grading

How demanding should we be in reading student copy?  What ingredients make up the final grade?


Copy--Instructors differ on their approach to student work.  Some fail a paper with a factual error or a misspelling, rare these days because of SpellCheck. Some subtract significant credit--a letter grade or two--for a buried lead or a story that meanders.


Attendance--Loren Ghiglione had this policy when he taught at Emory: “One excused absence is acceptable; it will not affect your grade.  Beyond that permitted absence, any absence (except for pre-excused absence for surgery, a parent’s funeral or other equally extraordinary event) is unacceptable.”


Plagiarism--A recent study concluded that 90 percent of college students cheat. In the journalist’s trade, cheating is called plagiarism and the penalties vary, from a suspension of work without pay to dismissal.  In journalism programs, I am told that the penalty ranges from failure of the plagiarized work to dismissal from the program. 

Plagiarism apparently plagues the classrooms of our programs. The usually placid listserv of journalism educators roiled with comments about plagiarizing students. 

                            

Grader Types

Two types of graders exist: Those who believe journalism standards should apply (demanders), and those who realize many students arrive in college bereft of college-level skills in reading and writing and need remedial instruction (sympathizers). 
It makes no sense to give passing grades to a first-year journalism student whose limited skills make him or her an unlikely candidate for journalistic work, an editor told me when I took off for my first teaching job.  “We’ve hired too many incompetents from

xxx (here he mentioned a well-known journalism program).  Never again.” 

I enlisted in the demanders corps. 
Class Discussion
Readings


Most writers, journalists included, say that their interest in writing was inspired by reading. What provoked your students interest? Here’s something to get the discussion started:



At what year in school were these readings assigned?

  Charles Lamb’s “Dissertation on Roast Pig.”



  Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Town Pump.”



  Daniel Webster’s “Supposed Speech of John Adams.”



  One of Hamlet’s soliloquies?


An essay by Henry Thoreau, “Transportation and Planting of Seeds,” 

begins:



  In all the pines a very thin membrane, in appearance



much like an insect’s wing, grows over and around



the seed, and independent of it, while the latter is 



being developed within its base.


Discussion: These are from McGuffey’s Fifth Eclectic Reader.  It’s estimated that

122 million copies of the Readers  were sold between 1836 and 1920.   When asked,

most students say these readings are from high school or college freshman assignments.





Racism?


In the recent presidential election, in Alabama, 10 percent of the white vote went to Barack Obama; in Mississippi, 11 percent, in Louisiana, 14 percent.  The “lopsided nature of the white vote in many quarters shows clearly that there remains a strong racial divide in our country,” says Richard Cohen, the president of the Southern Poverty Law Center. “Hundreds of years of slavery and Jim Crow racism have left a residue of bigotry that will likely persist for years to come.”


Discussion: Do you agree with Cohen’s conclusion about the “racial divide”?

Make a search to find data to support your position.



Assignments


Telephones and Cellphones


Telephone land lines are disappearing from the campus because of the wide use of cellphones. A survey of students living on campus has found that two of five have a land

line.  Keeping these lines on campus can be expensive for the school—estimated costs range in the hundreds of thousands of dollars. As a result, universities are disconnecting

the lines or planning to do so.


Assignment: What percentage of students on your campus have telephones/cellphones? Does the school have any plans to eliminate land lines? 




College Costs


As the economy slides downhill and savings and help from home diminish, college costs continue to go up.  The average cost at private four-year schools

is $25,145, at public universities, $6,585.


Assignment: How is the economy affecting students at your school?  Has the school widened its grants and loans to help students pay their bills? Are there more applicants for financial assistance?




Readings


In 1965, the authors most frequently assigned in English classes were 
Shakespeare, Milton, Chaucer, Dryden, Jane Austen, Pope and T.S.Eliot.  Thirty years 

later, they were Shakespeare, Chaucer, Jane Austen, Milton Viginia Woolf and 

Toni Morrison. Among the most frequently assigned current authors are Morrison, Alice Walker, Maxine Hong Kingston, Salmon Rushdie, Thomas Pynchon and Philip Roth.


Seeing this list, Roth asked,” Why not Ernest Hemingway and William Faulkner?”


Assignment: ow How have English Department readings at your school changed

over the years?  Why?
On the Screen


The New York Times recently ran a lengthy article on the viewing habits of youngsters.  It found that many spend four to six hours a day with their iPods, Blackberries, computers and other devices.


Assignment: Interview local school teachers—do they find their students are spending time on their electronic devices that should be devoted to study?  Or do they believe that such activity has contributed to learning?  




Louis Farrkhan


Students carry ideas, feelings and aspirations that influence their journalism. Some are useful; some interfere with their journalism. Here’s an assignment a colleague suggested to test objectivity.


Assignment: Your station, newspaper, blog understands that Louis Farrakhan, the national representative of The Honorable Elijah Muhammad and the Nation of Islam is seriously ill. You are asked to prepare B matter, material that will be used in case of his death. (B matter is the bulk of the story that is kept in reserve for a lead.)  
Worth Quoting
Disciplined Thinking


In my view, the essential knowledge that students should acquire by the end of secondary education is an appreciation of what it means to think in a disciplined way. … what it means to think historically, scientifically, mathematically, artistically…particular topics or courses do not matter so much as the ways of thinking.  … Once equipped with these ways of thinking, students can go on to master whatever content they wish; bereft of disciplined minds, they can only continue to accrue what Alfred North Whitehead called “inert knowledge.”





--Howard Gardner 



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




A Unity


Journalism and democracy are words for the same thing.





--James Carey




New Pattern


A recently published study of online research habits, conducted by scholars from University College London, suggests we may be in the midst of a sea change in the way we read and think. … They found that people using the sites exhibited “a form of skimming activity,” hopping from one source to another and rarely returning to any source they’d already visited. They typically read no more than one or two pages of an article or book before they would “bounce” out to another site. Sometimes they’d save a long article, but there’s no evidence that they ever went back and actually read it.





--Nicholas Carr 





Campus Problems


The three major administrative problems on campus are sex for the students, athletics for the alumni, and parking for the faculty.





--Robert  Hutchins





The Thesis


The average Ph.D. thesis is nothing but the transference of bones from one graveyard to another.





--J.Frank Dobie





Accumulation


Universities are full of knowledge; the freshmen bring a little in and the seniors take none away. So knowledge accumulates.





--Abbott Lawrence Lowell





Trust


I’d rather entrust the government of the United States to the first four hundred people listed in the Boston telephone directory than to the faculty of Harvard University.





--William F. Buckley, Jr.

Writers


There are no dull subjects.  There are only dull writers.





--H.L. Mencken





Corrections


Two colleagues questioned the grammar in Jimmy Breslin’s comment about the college-educated writer in Update XLVIII:


Steve (Dunleavy) is one of the three people in America who loves Rupert Murdoch.  In a time of listless reporting, he climbed stairs.  And he wrote simple declarative sentences that people could read, as opposed to those 52-word gems that moan, “I went to college. I went to graduate school.  Where do I put the period?”


Is the subject of the first sentence Dunleavy, as Breslin indicates with the verb

loves, or is it three people, which would make the verb love? Seems to me the complainants win the case.  But that brings up the matter of correcting quotations. Most reporters do cleanse and correct quotes.  But not when the quote reflects the character of the speaker.

The reference to “Paul LaRocque” should have been to “Paula.”

I’ve given up waiting for The New York Times to acknowledge the confusion of rates and numbers in a misleading story it ran a while back. The paper promptly corrects misspellings (it’s “Wenchuan, not Wenchaun,” the Times reported recently) but sometimes looks away from gross errors.  

     


##
