                       
Update LIX 

The Journalist’s Rocky Path

From Grub Street Hack to Acceptance

 “Clearly,” the editor of Public Interest wrote, “any young man of genuine 

intellectual distinction and/or literary ability would be out of his mind to 

work for the Times, or to contemplate a journalistic career in general.”

   That’s Irving Kristol in 1967 when he was editor of The Public Interest. Kristol, a 

founding father of neoconservatism, had no use for journalism or journalists. 

Journalism’s “primordial assumption,” he wrote, is that “all news is of one magnitude.  

And this assumption has an equally firm corollary: There is such a thing as 

journalistic expertise that renders superfluous any true expert knowledge. 

Upon these two rocks American journalism lies impaled, like a floundering whale.”

   But Kristol liked  journalists: “One of the reasons a group

of journalists usually makes such excellent company is, precisely, their youthful 

enthusiasm for their work, their delight in anecdotal gossip about the high and mighty, the

high spirits which they toss about the technical jargon of their trade (‘overnight,’ 

‘sidebars,’ ‘takeouts,’ etc.)”   

   I suspect his condescension would take on a more acidic tone were Kristol 

available to be asked to comment about the talk among journalists and 

journalism instructors these days when technical chit-chat is so pervasive. 
.


Condescension…Acceptance
   To journalism historians, condescension, sometimes contempt, is old stuff. 

The Oxford English Dictionary cites a reference to a “fourth estate” in 1752 
by the author Henry Fielding: “… that very large and powerful body 

which forms the fourth estate in this community… the Mob.”  Seventy-five

years later, the Mob had morphed into the press. 

   Samuel Johnson assigned journalists to Grub Street, where, he wrote, the 
“hack” plied his trade. ( OED: Hack: “A literary drudge, a person who hires

himself out to do any and every kind of literary work; hence, a poor writer,

a mere scribbler.”)

   These days, journalists may not be among the beloved, but they are 

recognized as society’s informants.  To whom else do most people turn for

   information about their schools, next year’s property tax and the 

progress in the battle against the Taliban? 




Journalism Education

   Journalism education traveled a similar rocky road to today’s acceptance

on most campuses, though it remains low in the academic pecking order.

And among some journalism educators there a status consciousness,

the communication faculty distancing itself from the practitioner instructors. 

 A while ago, I called the director of a midwestern communications 

program for some information. “We don’t teach journalism here,” 

he replied. “This is a school of communication studies,” he said and dismissed 

me.  I found similar condescension at a Poynter Institute session from the 

dean of a west coast program.

    At some schools, the difference between the communication faculty and 

those recruited from the industry, the practitioners, has been formalized 

in their titles. The practitioners are given the title of “professor of 

professional practice,” or some such, to distinguish them, I suppose, from 

the true-blue academicians. 

Quotations and Anecdotes
Colorful? Check them Out

    Verification is the journalist’s stock-in-trade, the bedrock 

of our trade or profession. It is our passport to acceptance by 

a public importuned by the  image makers.  

    But the reality is that we cannot possibly check everything

that flutters past us as we report. We trust some material and 

some sources; we accept the nickel and dime factoids.  Otherwise,

our lives would be spent double-checking Google, Who’s Who and 

various encyclopedia. 

     Of course, every so often we slip and we are reminded that 

we are being watched and that our watchmen-women are careful readers. 




Oops

     Slips I made in my textbook over the years:



I


A Florida State football coach to his players:

      “You guys line up alphabetically by height.”

                   (Page 440 of the eleventh edition.)

        No so, Matthew R. Butts, a journalism student

at the University of Nebraska, Lincoln, informs me.

That’s Casey Stengel, master of the mixed metaphor, talking 

to his baseball players a long time ago:

      

 “All right, everybody line up alphabetically 

             according to your height.”



      (See “Casey Stengel, The Official 

                                Site,” www.caseystengel.com/quotes_by.htm.)


Through many editions, I included two “memorable” 

leads:




IIa

  

What price Glory? Two eyes, two legs


    an arm--$12 a month.



  (St. Clair McKelway, Washington Herald,

       
              in a story about a disabled World War I 

                          veteran living in poverty.)

       Thirty-five years after he had written what many considered a moving

 account of the nation’s indifference to its veterans, McKelway admitted

 most of his story was fabrication, that the man’s injuries were

 the result of his contracting “two diseases I recognized as being unmentionable.”




IIb



Despite his fine college education, Richard Loeb

              today ended his sentence with a proposition.



(Ed Lahey’s lead for The Chicago Daily News


that began his account of the murder of Loeb in Joliet Prison.)

      Phil Meyer tells me he could find no trace of Lahey’s lead in the Daily News 

  files. Queries to old-time Daily News staffers were unavailing.

Drunk Drivers

State Breakdowns of  Drunk-Driving Fatalities

     One of six traffic fatalities (16 percent) in Vermont involved a drunk

driver. In North Dakota, almost half (46 percent) of traffic deaths

involved a drunk driver.  These are the extremes in a study by MADD

(Mothers Against Drunk Driving). 

      Utah, Iowa and Kentucky had low percentages. South Carolina, 
Wyoming and Montana had high percentges, according to MADD.

     The organization is urging states to adopt an “ignition interlock” law.

These laws require all convicted drunk drivers to have 

a device that that prevents them from driving when it detects alcohol in 

their system. Several states have adopted the interlock law—Utah, New Mexico,

Florida, California, Nebraska, Arkansas, Delaware.  Hawaii’s law is effective in 2011.


Assignment: Check your state’s drunk driving deaths, whether

it has an interlock law and whether state laws allow sobriety checkpoints.

(See www.madd.org.)   What do state safety organizations think of the 

adequacy of state laws regarding the penalties for drunk driving?

 Startling Data

Black-White Student Achievement

          The National Assessment of Educational Progress conducts tests that 

are a rich resource for education reporters who can compare their state’s educational 

system with other state systems.  The NAEP tests fourth and eighth graders in 

reading, math, writing and science.  Usually, Massachusetts, Nebraska, 

Wisconsin and Connecticut are among the highest scoring states.  

            But a close reading of the tables--which journalists are expected to do—

reveals disparities that are worth your students’ investigating.

            The NAEP lists the difference in the scores of white and black students.  
For example, black fourth graders in Louisiana scored 194, white fourth graders, 220,
a difference of 26 points. The spread in Mississippi was 27 points, in 
Rhode Island 29 points. 

    But the greatest differences between black and white student reading scores

are in: Wisconsin, 38; Nebraska, 36 and Connecticut, 34. 

    In eighth grade NAEP reading tests, the largest differences were in Wisconsin, 

 Michigan, Arkansas and Connecticut. 

   The math tests were no different. Wisconsin, Nebraska, Michigan and Connecticut 

showed the widest spreads. 

   The story for the education reporter is obvious: Why is it that in the states in 

which white students score well black students are so far behind?  You 

could ask your students to advance some answers, some theories, and then to 

check them with faculty members in the school or department of education on campus.

 

 Relationships for the Reporter
Seeing Patterns and Connections


By the age of 12, says a psychologist, a student should be able

“to detect patterns in complex phenomena.” Susan Engels at 

Williams College includes this competence in a list of abilities she says all elementary

school students should master.  If they do, she continues, students “would be prepared

to learn almost anything in high school and college.”


They would also be prepared to practice journalism. The journalist’s job is to

synthesize seemingly unrelated facts into a meaningful whole.  The education reporter 

who looks at the best and worst performing states on national tests 
   wonders whether there are similarities among the top and bottom scoring states.  
          Are family income, single parenthood, extensive TV viewing factors?  Her hunch

is that they are and she investigates.  She hits pay dirt. Children from 

single-parent, low-income homes with five hours a day or more of TV 

viewing score poorly.  

 
She exhibited what the journalist David Halberstam described as 

“the great reporter’s gifts…limitless energy, a fine mind, total recall 

and an ability to synthesize material.”




Making Connections


In his recollection of a long journalistic career, Harold Evans writes in

My Paper Chase: True Stories of Vanished Times (Little, Brown and Company,

2009) about a reporter whose work he liked: 



He was an ingenious originator of theories


  to connect apparently unrelated dots, but he had


  the remorseless intellectual integrity to discard them 


  when the dots didn’t connect, as well as the imagination


  to construct another working hypothesis. 

This business of synthesizing is common to all creative people. The 
philosopher Alfred North Whitehead wrote of those with “an eye for the 

whole chessboard, for the bearing of one set of ideas on another.” T.S. Eliot

could be describing the journalist: “The poet’s mind is a receptacle for seizing

and storing up numberless feelings, phrases, images, which remain there

until all the particles which can unite to form a new compound are present together.”


Patterning, synthesizing are “just putting this and that together,” said the poet

Robert Frost. Or, as the philosopher Isaiah Berlin wrote, “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.”

A Cautionary
‘An Obsession with Craft’

Elif Batuman describes in her book The Possessed

her problems learning to be a writer.  Writing programs, she says,

are devoted obsessively to teaching the craft.  She says:



What did craft ever try to say about 


   the world, the human condition, or the


   search for meaning? All it had were its 


   negative dictates: “Show, don’t tell; 


   “Murder your darlings”; “Omit needless 

   words .”  As if writing were a matter of 

   overcoming bad habits—of omitting

   needless words.

Batuman is talking about courses in creative writing, but

her complaint applies to journalism instruction as well.  In the 

classroom and  at our conferences, craft talk frequently  prevails—

how to write a lead, structure a story, appeal to the reader, 

listener with action verbs and concrete nouns. Narrative writing.


No question we need to be read and heard.  I devote

plenty of  space in my textbook to the craft...but always 

with the reminder that it is a means to making a point.

Or, as the movie critic Pauline Kael put it, “Technique

is hardly worth talking about unless it’s used for something

worth doing.”


The challenge for journalism educators is to teach the craft

through substance. This means we need to provide instruction

in the content of journalism—how local government works,  

the education,  police, court and tax systems.  The assumption that journalism

students are taught these elsewhere is baseless.

Who are the Experts?

Thriller Writers, Hollywood Stars, Generals…Hollywood  


When Bill O’Reilly wanted to discuss the government’s use of 

coercive torture methods, he called on Vince Flynn as his authoritative source.

Glenn Beck interviewed Brad Thor as a national security analyst as well

as Flynn. 

Their expertise? Flynn turned from sales for Kraft Foods to thriller 

writer, the same craft Thor practices.


Nothing new here in the misuse of sources. When some members

of Congress wanted to look into the economic plight of farmers a while

back, they called on Jane Fonda and Sissy Spacek to testify. Their

expertise consisted of their having appeared as the wives of farmers in 

movies.




Use and Misuse


Sources are essential to the reporter. Without them, the

reporter cannot function. Not only do they provide access to 

information, they lend credibility to the story. Most people tend to

trust those in authority, and the more impressive the title, the

more prestigious the alma mater, the more faith people have in 

the so-called expert and his or her comments.


This trust in authority is known as “the hierarchy of credibility”—

The higher on the scale of authority the source perches, the greater 

his or her credibility. 

The task for the journalist is to make sure 

that the authority  is interviewed about matters within the narrow range of 

his or her expertise: The banker about banking, not about

national economic policy; the general about warfare, not foreign 

policy. And the thriller writer about writing, not interrogation techniques.


The members of Congress who called on the movie stars

  to testify probably wanted publicity for their committee and themselves.

  Less benign are the journalists and commentators who deploy sources to lend 

  credence to their point of view, fellow travelers in political ploys. 

. 
.

      Assignments




New Trails


The Rails-to-Trails Conservancy (www.railstotrails.org)
reports that 15,000 miles of unused railroad tracks have been

opened to hikers and bikers since 1986.

Assignment:  Locate a trail near you

(www.traillink.com) and write a feature about it.





Careerism

In 1971, 37 percent of incoming college freshmen said that

it was essential or very important to be “very well-off  financially,”

and 73 percent said it was essential or very important to develop

“a meaningful philosophy of life.” In 2009, the values were 

reversed: 78 percent sought financial ends, while 48 percent 

wanted a meaningful philosophy.


Assignment: What are the percentages on your campus?

Interview faculty members for comments on your data. 





Endangered
The Center for Biological Diversity (www.BiologicalDiversity.org)

reports that more than a thousand species in the U.S. are endangered 
from mining, urban sprawl, oil and gas drilling, forest clear cutting.

Its “2010 Action Plan” includes the protection of the spotted owl in 

the Pacific northwest, return of the jaguar by developing a recovery plan 

along the U.S.-Mexico border and establishment of a 3.4 million acre

panther reserve in Florida “before the area is engulfed in a sea of tract 

homes and golf courses.”


Assignment: Consult the Center and other environmental groups 

for endangered species in your area. Is anything being done to protect

these  animals or plants?
Worth Quoting




The Long View


We should remember that colleges and universities are about

a great deal more than measurable utility.  Unlike perhaps any other

institutions in the world, they embrace the long view and nurture the

kind of critical perspectives that look far beyond the present.





--Drew Gilpin Faust

Decline
            I believe…that there has been a lamentable decline in the supply

of professional journalism, the kind that entails deploying experienced

reporters to go places, bear witness, develop sources, dig, and explain,

and trusting readers to draw their own conclusions.

                                                --Bill Keller

Indispensable

            Without criticism and intelligent reporting, a government cannot govern.

                                                --Walter Lippmann

 

                                            Book Reading
            Reading a book, and taking the time to ruminate and make inferences and 

engage in the imaginational processing, is more cognitively enriching, without 

doubt, than the short little bits that you might get if you’re into the 30-second digital mode.

                                                --Ken Pugh

 

                                             Purchased
            There are honest journalists like there are honest politicians—they stay bought.

                                                --Bill Moyers





  The Point


      Making a living is nothing; the great difficulty is making a point, making

a difference—with words.




--Elizabeth Hardwick





Crippled

A newspaper that is not informed throughout by a conscious point of view

a set of basic ideas, a public philosophy if you want to call it that, is a cripple.  In

that sense, most American newspapers are cripples.

 



  --Philip M. Wagner
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NOTE

Many thanks to those of you who have contributed material for the

  twelfth edition of my textbook, which is now available. See below, 

 Quality Counts, for information about obtaining a desk copy.

        

Quality Counts
310,507 copies sold and still counting 
                                    
           The twelfth edition of Melvin Mencher’s News Reporting
and Writing --the most widely used journalism textbook--is now available. 
The Twelfth Edition
              *Students are at the side of reporters who cover:



    -An armed man barricaded with two women and a child.



    -A FedEx driver rescues a trucker sliding into a rain-swollen 

                          stream.



   -A “Viking funeral” for a murdered Hells Angel.



   -A speech about pregnant teenagers.



   -Factories whose workers are dying from handling carcinogens.



   -A “storybook” high school basketball game. 
              *Dozens of Internet sources.
              *Ethical problems and their suggested solutions:



   -Off-the-record requests.



   -The president who beat his wife.



   -Breaking a will-not-use promise.
              *Writing for the Web.
              *Twice as many graphic photos as competing textbooks.
                        “The most famous picture nobody’s ever seen.” 
               *Online availability of five interactive ancillaries: 
                  ~Workbook: Includes Check It, self-teaching, interactive
 
exercises with suggested stories in popup boxes.  A city map, a
directory, cross directory and a source list of names used in exercises 

allow you to check students’ accuracy.
                ~The Workbook is accompanied by online Instructor’s Manual. The

IM contains sample stories for Workbook exercises and suggestions 

for lectures.
                ~NRW Plus: Full stories accompanied by the reporters’ comments 

about how they reported and wrote their stories. Includes self-teaching             exercises  students can do and then check their work.
                ~Brush Up: A Quick Guide to Basic Writing and Math Skills. 

Instruction in grammar, punctuation, word usage, style; percentages, averages, rates and ratios.  Interactive diagnostic tests and drills.
~Fire Simulation Exercise: Developed by Columbia University, this         interactive exercise takes students to the scene of a deadly apartment building fire.





-------

           Melvin Mencher’s News Reporting and Writing is the only journalism textbook cited by the Poynter Institute’s vice president Roy Peter Clark in his Writing Tools: “No other teacher of the craft has taken  journalism so seriously and described it so eloquently.”  The Text and Academic Authors Assn. awarded the Mencher textbook its McGuffey Award for a textbook “whose excellence has been demonstrated over time,” the only journalism textbook so honored.
    …………….
     For your examination copy, call McGraw Hill Higher Education: 

                                  1-800-338-3987, option 3
                                             -0-
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