Update X

Out with the Old and Tired

Fox’s Super-short News Attracts Young Viewers


In the battle for cable viewers, Fox News Channel’s “Fox Report” is on a winning streak, The New York Times reports.  In its reach-out to younger viewers, the hour-long show runs about 80 items, no one longer than 25 seconds. These are the viewers that seek news between e-mails and calls, said a former CBS news executive.

 Shepard Smith, the host of “Fox Report,” dislikes verbs, he told the Times. A typical item will read:  “Amazon .com celebrating a birthday! The Internet company 10 years old.”

 “We don’t communicate in full sentences,” Smith told the newspaper. “We don’t need all those words. And it allows us to go faster.  I want to be like a train that’s about to come off the tracks,” he said. 

In its “Around the World in 80 seconds” segment, the Times reports, the section “is more likely to feature footage of a Russian pig race, as it did last week, than footage of Vladimir Putin.”
Agenda Setting—II
Excerpted from the Columbia Journalism Review, ll-l2/03, “A Tyranny of Symbols” by Matthew Miller.—Miller quotes Leonard Downie Jr., executive editor of The Washington Post:
“…it is not our role to tell the politicians what it is they’re supposed to discuss during a campaign…”
Why? I asked. This notion of ‘whose agenda is it anyway?’ seemed central to me.

“Because that’s not our role.  Our role is to provide all the information we can to the American body politic and let them do with it what they wish. It’s not our role to set the agenda.”



Downie explains that the Post provides “information” for the public, “information people should have.”  Downie continues: 

“What the people then do with that information is for them to decide.  We should not be thinking in terms of setting a public-policy agenda, we should be thinking in terms of setting an informational agenda.”

        It seems to me a fine line that Downie is drawing to separate what the Post prints as “information” and what Miller describes as material that helps to set an agenda. 
A Dying Genre

Excerpted from “I Was a Tool of Satan” by Doug Marlette in the 11-12/03 Columbia Journalism Review:
Political cartoonists daily push the limits of free speech. They were once the embodiment of journalism’s independent voice. Today they are as endangered a species as bald eagles. The professional troublemaker has become a luxury that offends the bottom-line sensibilities of corporate journalism. Twenty years ago, there were two hundred of us working on daily newspapers. Now there are only ninety. Herblock is dead. Jeff MacNelly is dead. And most of the rest of us might as well be. Just as resume hounds have replaced newshounds in today’s newsrooms, ambition has replaced talent at the drawing boards. Passion has yielded to careerism, Thomas Nast to Eddie Haskell.  With the retirement of Paul Conrad at the Los Angeles Times, a rolling blackout from California has engulfed the country, dimming the pilot lights on many American editorial pages. Most editorial cartoons now look as bland as B-roll and as impenetrable as a 1040 form.
 Ethics Study—Colleagues Comment

 Reflections on the Sins of Commission and Omission:
(Following the disclosures in The New York Times of the fabrications and plagiarisms of Jayson Blair, I asked colleagues about how ethics was taught at their institutions. I received 55 responses from 135 queried.  Here is my summary of the responses.)

Increasing numbers of journalism students do not understand what constitute fabrication and plagiarism.


This is one of the findings in a survey Update undertook last year following the revelation of vast and intentional wrongdoing by Jayson Blair, a New York Times reporter.  Other conclusions from the responses of 65 journalism educators of 135 surveyed include:
*Half the programs offer ethics as a separate course, and they and  most of the others blend ethics instruction in other courses.


*Penalties for fabrication and plagiarism range from

warnings to: failure in the course, dismissal from the major and

expulsion from the university.



*Blair’s extensive flouting of basic journalistic ethics led to greater

emphasis on ethics in several programs, but most found his behavior too aberrant to serve as a teaching example. 
              *The entertainment and corporate-driven journalism culture has affected ethics instructors. 



Lack of Understanding of Ethical Behavior

Several instructors pointed out that the easy access to Internet material has created a state of mind in students that leads them to believe they are free to use material without attribution and to pass off the work of others as their own.  Several said the distinction between legitimate research and plagiarism should be clearly drawn for students.


Jeanne Rollberg of the University of Arkansas at Little Rock wrote, “Regrettably, technology makes cut-and-paste plagiarism easy as pie.  When something’s on the web screen in front of us it FEELS like ours—and that makes it awfully tempting to use without attributing, especially if we’ve grown up with the Internet.”


David Rubin at Syracuse said, “Some students don’t realize that quoting directly from someone else’s work, without quote marks, is not acceptable even if one cites it. Some are confused about what is intellectual property and what is not (such as facts).  We have to discuss a wide range of behaviors with them so that they understand the rules of the road.”  


Neil Nemeth of Purdue University at Calumet wondered how effective ethics courses can be “when students are overwhelmed by the barrage of entertainment and sales pitches disguised and injected into the news content.”   He found that students 

who want to “go into entertainment and public relations” don’t believe that journalism ethics apply to them.  “Given the poor examples they see in government, education and everyday life, one can hardly blame the students for coming to the conclusion that all the talk about ethics is little more than window dressing,” he wrote.





‘No Clue’ 


Barbara Reed of Rutgers put it succinctly, “Students frankly have no clue of what constitutes plagiarism.” Following the Blair revelations, she wrote a paper on ethics for the New Jersey Publishers Assn. in which she said that the three most important issues in ethics classes are, in order, “conflict of interest, plagiarism and freebies.” 


Conrad G. Smith at the University of Wyoming agrees with Reed. He said he has had “difficulty explaining plagiarism, attribution and authorship in ways that students understand.” He thinks he may make a breakthrough by assigning students “to find out who Jayson Blair is, why he was fired and who the other three people who left the Times in the following weeks because of Blair and why they left.  Maybe throw in Janet Cooke and Mike Barnicle as well.”


            Kim Walsh-Childers at the University of Florida includes in her ethics class “a discussion of moral development.”  She has found that many of her students see the primary reason for not engaging in plagiarism or fabrication to be “the danger that one would get caught.”  She has her students turn in ethics journals and she discusses “moral development theory in class.”  She said that several students have noted that this discussion “helped them to realize that they were still at lower levels of moral development.”



Sandy Padwe of Columbia’s Graduate School of Journalism makes sure his students know their work will be examined carefully.  In his syllabus he tells students their quotes will be checked, and, he said, “I do it often, not every quote because that is impossible. But everyone is checked several times a year.  Students have to turn in source lists and phone numbers for each story.” 



Rusty Todd at the University of Texas reported that he had attended an ASNE seminar for high school journalism teachers and posed an ethical question: A high school journalist finds out that a respected teacher as a teenager 30 years ago had been convicted of manslaughter.  Should the school paper run the story? “The first teacher to speak said, sure, we should print it, it’s sensational and it will help us sell papers, or something to that effect.  It looks like they may not be picking up ethics before j-school.”


Mike Ryan at the University of Houston said that although students “ought to come to us knowing what plagiarism is,” many of his students are “first generation college kids and they just aren’t very sophisticated.”  He gives his students “a chance when they behave stupidly and aren’t likely to do it again.  Almost all of them shape up.”

Course Offerings Vary

A wide range of schools require an ethics course as part of the curriculum, and an equal number blend ethics into their other courses. Six schools offer a  combined law and ethics course.  The majority of programs require an ethics course. 

At Cleveland State University, L. Jeffres talks about ethical issues “as they emerge in the process of teaching rather than wait for a day or semester when we ‘do ethics.’”  Geanne Rosenberg, Baruch College, City University of New York, requires her students “to sign pledges that must be handed in with each reporting assignment attesting to the originality and veracity of their work.” 

   Blair is a University of Maryland graduate, and following the revelations about his massive ethical transgressions, Tom Kunkel, dean of the journalism program there, distributed a note about ethical training in the program.  In it, he said, “We incorporate ethics throughout the curriculum.  We deal with it extensively in J100, the orientation course, and there are specific ethics modules in every section of J201 (beginning reporting and J320 (advanced reporting). We now require of all our students a separate three-credit course, J300, on journalism ethics.”
Kunkel wondered about how extensive and undetected plagiarism and cheating are on the campus.   In his program, he said, “we always have a couple of cases a year, which means there are probably 5-10 cases minimum that aren’t detected. But I think what’s truly scary is to contemplate the cheating that must go on in the non-journalism programs. Knowing how much we focus on integrity, I can only imagine what happens in classrooms where it’s given little or no attention.”

At Minnesota State University, ethics is a required course usually taken by upper-level students because mass communications law is a prerequisite, reports Jane S. McConnell. All syllabi in the department, “include a statement about academic misconduct.” she says, with the penalty failure in the course.


Henry Overduin at McNeese State University says he has little time to discuss ethics in the beginning reporting class.  “We’re lucky if we can get through the AP Style section on media law.  But we do require all students to sign a statement promising not to plagiarize.” Overduin teaches the journalism ethics course at McNeese.




Some Reservations about Ethics Courses

Michael Bugeja at Iowa State finds that journalism ethics courses may “teach ethics from a philosophical base rather than from a professional base.  Nothing wrong with Plato and Potter boxes, but I have found they do not teach students to think. Without analysis, of the self and of the profession, students cannot fully appreciate the ethics of their actions…nor foresee consequences.”   He is unhappy about the inability of journalism programs to cope the growing number of courses in the journalism curriculum.  “I have found that the focus of late has been on converging media…at the expense of ethics.”


“I am not strong on ethics courses,” said Ed Mullins at the University of Alabama. “Too many of the ethics syllabuses I have seen are…preoccupied with form over function, concerns with the cleanliness of the outside of the cup rather than the inside.”  



Penalties: A Wide Range

Penalties for fabrication and plagiarism range from an F for the paper to expulsion from the university.    Some schools handle violations within the program; others refer offenders to a university honors council.
At Wayne State, Ben Burns reports, the school “has a paragraph on plagiarism we put in every syllabus. Our rule is that the student automatically fails the course.  We have one to three a year that this happens to.  We failed a graduating senior this spring.  If a student is caught in a second instance of cheating or plagiarism he or she is referred to the university bureaucrats who are advised we don’t want the student in journalism.”

Mike Ryan of the University of Houston said he finds plagiarism difficult to handle. “The easy case is the student who is caught stealing twice. I would try to get that student kicked out of the university (this has never happened to me).” For the students who have copied a few sentences and a paragraph or two, he has given an F for the paper and an F for the course. “If they felt pressured and just did something stupid, that’s one thing. If they knew what they were doing and just went ahead and stole 200 words, that’s another. The first student gets an F on the paper; the second gets an F in the course.”

Michael Ray Taylor at Henderson State University says his program follows the guidelines of the college of arts and sciences,” which, depending on the infraction and the instructor’s take on the situation range from:

1. Failing the assignment.
2. Failing the course.

3. Suspension.

Taylor says that in 12 years of teaching he has had few cases of ethical misdeeds, and in all but one the result was an F in the assignment “as I believe they occurred more from ignorance than guile (all were in freshman reporting classes).”


 Nemeth says university policy governs the sanctions.  “You need to have an air-tight case to prevail with all the appeals processes in an academic institution…so I don’t press a case unless I am absolutely sure of the circumstances.”
 William Harrison at Auburn uses university policy for situations, the sanctions ranging from F in a course to suspension or expulsion.  Since the Blair revelations, he has altered his thinking about teaching ethics.  “Like most of us who could not believe journalists would knowingly plagiarize and invent,” Harrison said, these subjects “used to get relatively brief mention. Now, I guess I’d better spend a little more time on them.   Unfortunate—and really quite unbelievable.”
Kunkel writes that a member of the faculty “caught two students plagiarizing on a final paper.  Both were seniors and were a week from walking.  Instead, they went to the university’s Honor Council, and one—a repeat offender, sadly—almost certainly will be expelled.” He said that “any confirmed case of plagiarism or fabrication triggers an automatic F for the course AND a recommendation by the dean to the Honor Council of expulsion for that student.”




 Debbie Wade Huff at Liberty University has found students quoting people the students did not interview.  “They say they didn’t know that the quote had to be from the source—‘Wasn’t talking to the secretary good enough?’ Or: ‘Wasn’t using a previous quote okay?’  Both of those excuses receive an F.”



Blair’s Case: Too Aberrant/Useful 

Several colleagues responded that Blair’s misdeeds were so far beyond the ethical lapses of students that they provided only a footnote for class discussion. Rubin said that his faculty discusses “a wide range of behaviors with students so that they understand the rules of the road. For a guy like Blair this would have been useless. He had other motives.  But we rarely run into a Blair; that is, students intent on building a career by cheating and fabricating. Rather, some students are careless or ignorant.  Those traits can be fixed and we start in the very first freshman year class with a discussion of these rules of the road (and a lot of writing assignments). People like Blair can’t be fixed by a mere college program.  He needed years of psychotherapy.”


Terry Dalton at McDaniel College said he intends to include the Blair case in a CoursePak he put together to complement the text he uses in his ethics class. He adds Blair to the Janet Cooke and Stephen Glass cases, and he asks:  Has anyone a copy of the interview Cooke did with Phil Donahue shortly after she admitted making up Jimmy’s World?





Beyond the Sins of Commission

Some of the responses went beyond Blair to consider ethics in a larger format, the moral environment in which journalists should work.  Bill Bridges of Franklin College wrote, “Journalism ethics, to me, only begin at the point of discouraging plagiarism and invented sources. It has to go on.  If we don’t have moral sense, courage, integrity, etc. what are we doing here?”  Bridges says that “Franklin still reveres its illustrious graduate Elmer Davis.”  Davis was a radio journalist who stood up against the censors and the blacklisters during the darkest days of the McCarthy era. His nightly broadcasts were a rare moral beacon for many in journalism. 

Tom Schwartz at Ohio State University said he takes his students beyond 

“narrow ethics instruction about not taking freebies, not compromising sources to whom they’ve promised confidentiality and the like” to expose them to “the journalist’s constitutional mission in society” that includes “moral imperatives.”  He says, “At the considerable risk of sounding corny, I reveal to students that I became a journalist because I wanted to make society a better place, and I believe journalism has that high purpose.”

Teresa Styles at North Carolina A&T State University asked: “Whatever happened to the old credo used by reporters in the Superman television series, truth, justice and the American way? As simplistic as this old television program saying is, it has been lost with a generation of young journalists who do not understand the journalistic values of the past that reporters strived for every day that they practiced the craft.”

Austin Long-Scott, who teaches the ethics course at San Francisco State University, wrote, “As a former metropolitan editor and a 30-year veteran of newsrooms, it’s clear to me that doing ethical journalism requires you to think in ways that often contradict the folk wisdom of traditional news judgment.”   He includes in class discussion “the fact that traditional rules of news judgment are amoral” and he discusses the  responsibilities inherent in the First Amendment protections, especially as set forth in the Hutchins Committee Report…”

Mary Hill at Humboldt State University introduces in her classes “the concept that journalism is a service-centered business.  We must get beyond our arrogance in journalism and all this shilly-shallying about our rights and talk about what we owe to our readers.”

Catherine Manegold at Emory wrote, “A class based wholly on contemporary screw-ups is easy enough to do (alas!), but I find that it just leaves students deflated and depressed and heading off to law school.  An experience that shows, instead, the cost of recklessness and the glory of those good moments, well, that’s worth their time and ours.”
  She uses the coverage of Joe McCarthy and the Watergate exposures to illustrate the lows and the highs of journalism.  “A sense of ethics is essential. But in journalism it must be twined with a deeply felt sense of purpose.  I find that’s not always clear to students today.  They are often blinded by the prospect of fame and drawn by what they perceive as the field’s tremendous glamour.  Yet, if they come to see their purpose and role as one of challenging, educating, informing and occasionally shaking up a free public, personal ethics fall naturally in place.”




Pulitzer’s Credo

In asking journalism educators to comment for this study, I asked whether they utilize in their instruction Joseph Pulitzer’s prescription for a moral journalism:




Above knowledge, and above news, above 



intelligence, the heart and soul of a newspaper



lie in its moral sense, in its courage, its integrity



its humanity, its sympathy for the oppressed, 



its independence, its devotion to the public



welfare, its anxiety to render public service.


Ellen Wirth at Creighton replied that she uses the quotation “every semester in our required Mass Media History course….I talk at some length about who controls the media and what effect this has.  We look in detail at the history of investigative reporting and the efforts of journalists to advocate for the poor.”  She said the faculty discusses “ways to further increase our classroom emphasis on applied ethics.”

Mullins said that “at Alabama our curriculum attempts to put students in daily situations in which they must make decisions that Pulitzer’s words address.”  Mullins said, “Journalism is a powerful force. A few blessed with the opportunity to practice journalism in the newspaper medium understand this and use their power wisely—for example, in the words of The Anniston Star, by serving ‘as attorney for the most defenseless,’ a motto the paper follows with its actions, too.” The words run on the Star’s editorial page. The publisher, H. Brandt Ayers, says that his newspaper’s core philosophy is that “society benefits from bridges that the less fortunate can cross over to a good life. Those who would close the bridges breed turmoil and cap a social volcano that someday must erupt.”



Pulitzer’s Credo an Anachronism?

Don Corrigan at Webster University has no model for his students like The Anniston Star.  What he sees on TV and in print he finds so discouraging he refuses to teach ethics. “Journalism and ethics are an oxymoron in the real world of corporate journalism,” he writes.  He says Pulitzer’s credo “is even more of an anachronism in the age of conglomerate newspaper ownership, FOX news, Tabloid Television, and the Bush FCC ready to erase the last vestige of barriers against cross-ownership and monopoly media.”   In his writing classes, he counsels against plagiarism and invented sources and quotes, “but when it comes to teaching what you are talking about—I just engage in satire with my students, what these entities actually do.”


Nemeth also uses the word anachronism to describe his ethics instruction: “I spend an increasing amount of time wondering whether my orientation to public service journalism is fast becoming an anachronism and whether I’m doing a good job of teaching if the values in the workplace have changed so much. So far I’ve concluded that making the effort to incorporate ethical values into my teaching is worth it, if for nor other reason than to alert the students to the need to find organizations whose professional values match their own.


“It’s also the case that my teaching today is as much or more about media/journalism literacy so people can be more savvy consumers of the journalism they see, even if they have no desire to do journalistic work themselves.” 


On a more optimistic note, McConnell writes that students in her Ethics and Press Criticism course have been transformed. “I have never seen such a transformation by students in the course of one semester,” she says.  Students had reservations about going into journalism, she says, because of the pressures by “big business and government,” but  “in their papers they showed the grit, determination and idealism that will make them good—maybe outstanding—journalists.”  One student wrote: I think I have gone through a catharsis of sorts in this class.  I had the ‘anything goes’ attitude for a while. I have changed. I think that more journalists need to fight for truth—especially on important matters.”
                      -0-


(I welcome any comments about this survey, which you are free to quote from.) 

Howell Raines Says Goodbye to The New York Times
Stodgy, Parochial, Static, Super-frugal, Unimaginative
 Howell Howell Raines—fired as executive editor of The New York Times  in the aftermath of the Jayson Blair fiasco—describes at length in the May Atlantic  his attempt to make the newspaper “smarter, livelier and more appealing,” and the “quiet but intense factional war” that resulted. 

In a 20-page article, “My Times,” Howell says the newspaper “badly needs to raise the level of its journalism, and to do so quickly in order to survive and make the full transition to the digital age.”   His attempts to take the paper from its “hard-core” news coverage –“eat-your-peas journalism”—into the era of “style and popular culture” were met by resistance, he writes.  
He said the newspaper is relying on old practices in a digital age. Although he was hired by Arthur  Sulzberger “to raise our competitve metabolism,” it was Suzlberger who capitulated to the stand-pat elements in the newsroom by firing him, Raines says.  

He was appointed executive editor, he writes, to make the newspaper “smarter, livelier and more appealing to the geographically diverse and demanding national audience on which its future depends.”  Despite its great resources and the quality of its staff, Raines writes, the paper was indifferent to competition and suffered from “chronic slowness in anticipating the news and marshaling its superior resources.”

Raines says there was an “intense factional war going on within the Times”
between the senior editors who wanted to make changes and “traditionalists on the newsroom floor and among mid-level managers.”  Among the brakes on his desire to make changes was the newspaper union, he writes.  The Guild made it difficult to fire incompetents and to make other changes, he contends.

“Nowadays, I think of  Jayson Blair as an accident that ended my newspaper career in the same unpredictable way that a heart attack or a plane crash might have,” Raines writes.  He says of the lengthy report by the Siegal Commmittee that the newspaper published: “The report shows an institution in denial…its conclusions were a hymn to the old status quo, drafted by the very people who most strongly resisted the idea of a more vigorous and inclusive way of producing the paper.”


His future?  “Since I was twelve or so, my strongest interest has been in literature, and I’ll be turning in that direction during the extra years I’ve secured by getting fired.”
Assignments 
Killer States--Texas is usually described as the leading death penalty state, and it does have by far the largest number of inmates on death row, 776, and it does sentence more defendants to death than other states.  But a new study uses rates rather than raw numbers and comes up with far different rankings.

The study takes into consideration the number of murders in the 50 states.  As a percentage of murders, Nevada and Oklahoma impose the most death sentences, at 6 and 5.l percent.  The Texas percentage is 2, or the rate of two defendants per 100 charged with murder or 20 per 1,000. (Rates are usually expressed in terms of a base of 1,000.)
 The highest ranking states for data from 1977 to 1999: 

State  
   Death Sentences

Murders
Rate per






                          1,000

Nevada
124


2,072

      60

Oklahoma
257


5,020

      5l

Delaware
 30


   626

      48

Idaho

  36


   773

      47
 Arizona
213

             5,007

      43
 Texas is the execution capital. In this 22-year period, Texas had more than 38,000 murders, and California more than 50,000; Texas executed 319, California 10.
 Assignment

Where does your state stand? Given the publicity about fabricated evidence and trial errors, has there been any attempt to repeal your state’s death penalty? 

Foreign Students—Applications from international students are down in 90 percent of U.S. colleges and universities, the Council of Graduate Schools reports. The Chronicle of Higher Education says applications from China are down 76 percent, and applications from India have fallen 58 percent.  Robert M. Gates, president of Texas A&M University, says applications “from prospective international graduate students are down by at least 25 percent overall” and at Gates’ school, he says in an article in The New York Times (3/31/04), “international student applications have fallen 38 percent.”


Students are going elsewhere.  The Chronicle says foreign student enrollment in Australia is l6.5 percent higher than last year, and is 20 percent greater in China.  
Gates warns that the government’s increasingly tough visa procedure is at fault and the consequence could be troublesome because, he says, “it is a sad reality that relatively  small numbers of American students pursue graduate degrees in engineering and science.


“As a result, the research efforts at many American universities depend on international students.  They do much of the laboratory work that leads to new discoveries.”

Assignment
1. Track the enrollment of foreign students at your institution over the past decade.

2. If there has been a recent downturn, find the reason(s)

3. Check the enrollment of American and foreign students in engineering and science.  Have the percentages changed in the past 

                                    decade?  Why? 

4. Do the engineering and science departments rely on foreign graduate students? 
5.  Are administrators and faculty members as concerned over the  decline in foreign students on campus as is President Gates?

Change the System—At too many universities, the president has little control over athletics, says Michael H. Granof, a professor of accounting at the University of Texas who is a member of the university’s athletic council. “…(A)t least unofficially, the athletic director reports only to the board of trustees,” he writes in an op-ed piece in the 4/5/04 New York Times. “Unfortunately, absent a major controversy, these boards are often more concerned with winning seasons and bowl appearances than with the overall integrity of their athletic programs.” Granof says that university presidents have escaped accountability for the behavior of athletes and the athletic program.  “That has to change,” he writes. 





Assignment


How active has your school president been in supervising the activities of the athletic department? 

Class Discussion

Use the Freebie?—The Bush re-election team distributed videos to local TV stations that  plug the administration’s drug program. In the video, for use free, an actress portrays a television reporter.  


Class Discussion: If you were the station manager would you run the video?


Publish?—You are editor of the college weekly and have been told that the reason the student body president resigned was his poor grades.  He gave personal reasons for resigning.  You have been told reliably that his grades last semester were an incomplete, a D and two F’s. 


Class Discussion: Your adviser says you can go ahead and print the grades.  Do you?
     Briefs    
Ethics Watch—Apparently we can take nothing for granted these days in the realm of journalistic ethics.  The New York Times distributes a lengthy code, “Newsroom Integrity Statement,” in which this warning appears:


No one may wear campaign buttons or


display any other form of political partisanship


while on the job.
Changing Times—In the first class in the journalism school at Columbia University in 1912, there were 12 women among the 79 students enrolled for the B. Lit. degree, or 15 percent.  The school held to a “20 percent female” enrollment until the university-wide reforms of 1969 following a campus riot. Today, the majority of students at the school, and in journalism programs around the country, are female.  The 2004 journalism class at Columbia is 60-40 percent female-male.
Out of Touch—“I am concerned that faculty who have not practiced in the field for more than a decade are not up to date on media practices. They may not have a sense of what is going on in their professions. They need to return to the practice of the profession on a regular basis in order to keep in touch with those areas for which we are preparing…

“I am proposing a faculty development leave policy that will enable faculty to return to the newsroom, production facility or advertising agency for a semester or summer to bring themselves up to date.”

--Will Norton Jr., dean, College of Journalism and Mass Communications, University of Nebraska

OK, You’re Excused--The New York Times reported that a New Jersey high school student, who won a lawsuit to be named the sole valedictorian of her class, admitted that she had failed to attribute material in three articles and two essays she wrote for a local newspaper. She offered no apology, but an explanation:  “I am not a professional journalist,” she wrote in a column in the newspaper. “I was a 17-year-old with no experience in writing newspaper articles.”  




Errors Galore—A letter writer to The New York Times who describes himself as “someone who travels from company to company teaching effective writing” says that “sloppy, disorganized and poorly phrased business writing costs this country millions of dollars each year in lost productivity.”  He says he sees “a minimum of six to eight errors in every letter, memo and report submitted to me by my students” and provides these recent examples:



Cheryl and me will fix the report.



San Hose, California.



Please respond accurately and quickly.

Add Cooke--Merv Block supplies a folo to the note in Update IX about Alistair Cooke’s retirement from BBC in which some of his writing is quoted. You can access more of his letters from America at:  http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/programmes/letter_from_america/1999/default.stm.


You might want to call up some of the Cooke obits as examples of obituaries.  He died March 30. For a laboratory exercise, you might distribute some of the Cooke background and assign students to write a lead and a few paragraphs.
Add Blair—A page-long review of Jayson Blair’s Burning Down My Masters’ House in the 3/14/04 New York Times Book Review concludes: 


The Times is a flawed, human institution that


deserves every brick tossed at it except this one. Jayson

Blair is a confessed con man, and “Burning Down My Masters’ House is just another installment in his 

ongoing con.
Check and Double-Check--“When she was 13 her family moved from Roswell, N.M., a remote area where there were no radio stations, to Midland, Tex., where she could finally tune into the Met.”—Interview with Susan Graham, opera singer, in The New York Times. 

 Remote? No radio stations?  Roswell is a county seat and has had several radio stations for many years. Maybe Ms. Graham meant the local stations didn’t broadcast the Met operas.  
Online Future—“...once the educational content and design issues of online education have been worked out, it will certainly be an improvement compared to the experience of a state university student who now, along with five hundred of his closest friends, suffers through Econ 101 taught by a distraught freeway flier.

   “Most likely the move to an independent mode—developing courses in teams, going online—will end up improving the quality of the teaching in state universities.  Likely or not, good or bad, there is no alternative.”



Susanna Lohmann, UCLA in Academe, Jan.-Feb.’04

Sources Credited—In an obituary in The New York Times on 4/4/04, the writer credited The Rocky Mountain News four times and The Detroit Free Press, The Oregonian, the Northwest Airlines World Traveler and The Christian Science Monitor  once each for background information about a painter, Denny Dent—eight credits in all, apparently  the result of a new policy at the paper on attribution.   (This obit could be used to demonstrate the proper use of the Internet for background.  See “Ethics Study” above.) 

Punchy Leads—A colleague points out that in his review of Best Newspaper Writing 2002 in the Columbia Journalism Review, James Boylan “pointed to two ‘troubling aspects’ of the collection.”  Quoting from the review:

1.“ Foremost  is the evidence here that to be a star

                                             in newspaper writing one must at all costs avoid



       
         writing a straight news story.”





 2. “The other curiosity is the continuing weakness of

newspaper journalists for the punchy: Sentence. Period. Paragraph…. ‘It was a scene out a war movie’

‘They were like scenes from a catastrophic movie.’

‘An hour of terror changed everything.’

‘Two brutal crimes. Two disparate punishments.’
       Corrections
1-1: Math Adjustments

Steve Ross of Columbia corrects me on my math lesson in Update IX in which, he points out, I gave too precise figures for a couple of baseball millionaires.  
Using the probable figure of 600 times at bat, I said that

Alex Rodriguez would be paid $38,166 every time he goes to the plate; assuming Randy Johnson starts 30 games, I wrote that he would earn $428,571 every time he takes the mound this coming season. 
 Ross says:



The problem with these examples from a “scientific”


point of view is that the answers are too exact. There cannot

be more significant digits in the answer than are in the number with the least amount of significant digits to calculate the answer in the first place. 


For A-Rod 600 has only one significant digit (the 6), so the 

story should note the calculation and then say, “Mathematicians

would round this to $40,000. Likewise, Randy would be paid about 
$430,000 a game, or even “more than $400,000” …

My apologies to all hands, and to Professor Newsom, my freshman math teacher at the University of New Mexico, who did indeed point out what Steve has brought back to me after these many years. 

 Steve has on his web site an appropriate quotation for this sad scene:

 
Do not worry about your problems with  

   mathematics. I assure you mine are far greater. 

             



--Albert Einstein
    Folo--Headline in The New York Times about the salary of the chief executive of Citigroup, who left the post after nine months:




The Paycheck





For the Ex-Chief





At Citigroup:





$111,000 a Day

The math: He was paid $30 million.  Divide 30 million by 270 days=$111,111. Round off to $111,000.
Assignment: What do you think of the Times’ math?  Using the advice Ross gives, figure the banker’s hourly pay.


2-2: Spelling Blooper



Merv Block points out that I misspelled Nicholas Lemann’s name in the item about Lemann’s review of Jayson Blair’s book. I had it Lemann once, then fell into a reverie and made it Leeman thrice. Physician heal thyself.

Tough Talk: TV Greed

The magazine Broadcasting&Cable came down hard on Congress and its own industry recently in two editorials.  On March 15, it commented on the fuss about Janet Jackson’s bared breast that led to a congressional hearing and a lot of breast-beating by industry executives.  The magazine was embarrassed by the industry cave-in. It called for a “hard-hitting expose on how cowed the media have become.”  As for the congress, which hurriedly passed an “indecency bill” 391-22, the editorial described the action as “collective recklessness and political greed that has resulted in a climate of fear…and a willingness to censor first and to ask questions later.”


On March 8, following news stories about the fattening of America—some 60 million are obese—the magazine said that the networks “live off the fat of the land….Nearly $8 billion spent on TV marketing to kids last year, a walloping $3 billion on food ads alone…Most pushed high-calorie, low nutritive brands to tykes and teens…” The networks, the editorial said, show “little awareness of health risks…The majority of ads targeted to children are for food, primarily candy (32% of all children’s ads) and fast food (9%)…”
Grade Inflation
The UCLA Higher Education Research Institute reports that 53 percent of freshmen at public four-year universities had A averages. For private universities, the average was 69.6 percent.  At community colleges, 34.4 percent of freshmen averaged A.  


Administrators assert students get the grades they deserve, that they are brighter than their predecessors.  Not so, says Henry Rosovsky, professor emeritus of economics at Harvard. “The facts don’t show that the quality of students has increased over the years, but the grades have,” he says.  “There is an internal pressure for faculty to give students high grades, and the students are disadvantaged in the long run when professors behave in less than honest ways.”




        “C” A Rare Grade

Some professors are frank about grade inflation. “When I first started teaching here (Columbia) in the mid-70s, I gave a lot of C’s,” said Erick Weinberg, head of the physics department.  “There was a much greater spread. Now, C’s are rare, and you really have to work hard to get a D or an F.  


“Grade inflation definitely exists.”


The reason for grade inflation? Weinberg answers, “The problem is that if students are afraid of getting a bad grade, they might not take your course.  And that’s tough when students think a B is a bad grade.”





Princeton Proposal 

A memo that was distributed to the Princeton faculty reports that 65 percent of the graduating seniors in the class of 2002 had grade-point averages of B-plus or better.  The number of A’s issued makes up 47 percent of all grades.


“We need to be more discriminating than we have been in the grades we reward,” said Nancy Weiss Malkiel, dean of the undergraduate college.  In a statement to the faculty, she proposed that A’s be limited to 35 percent of grades in each department. The proposal awaits faculty approval.


 Notes from the Sporting Scene
Graduation Rates for the NCAA Men’s Basketball Finalists 
Ga. Tech and Connecticut Graduate Only 27 Percent
Going into the final rounds of the NCAA basketball tournament, of the Sweet 16 teams vying in the regional games, seven teams had a record of graduating a third or fewer of their basketball players.  That is, two-thirds of their players never received degrees—Georgia Tech, University of Alabama at Birmingham, Nevada, Pittsburgh, Oklahoma  State, Alabama and Connecticut.   
 
Of the 65 teams that went into the tournament, 44 graduated less than half their players in the latest six-year span for which figures are available, 10 teams graduated less than 20 percent and four graduated no players at all.

 A study over the past 10 years reveals that more than 50 Division I teams failed to graduate a single black athlete.

Among the Sweet 16, these were the highest graduation rates of black players:

 Kansas  
73%


Duke

67%


Xavier

62%


Vanderbilt        62%

The final game pitted Connecticut against Georgia Tech, each with a record of graduating 27 percent of their men’s basketball players.  Connecticut won. 
Note l: Connecticut responds by saying its graduation rate would be 57 percent if students who transferred and those who went to the pros were not included in the count.
Note 2: The graduation rates for the women’s championship game were 69 percent for Tennessee and 67 percent for Connecticut, the winner. 


.



Closed Book: Rates Off-Limits
Gregg Easterbrook reports in the April 5, 2004, New Republic, that the NCAA “has decided that, in most cases, it will no longer reveal the male African American basketball graduation rates for specific universities.  Officially, this is to ‘protect privacy,’ since basketball-scholarship holders are sufficiently few that you can sometimes figure out, from raw data, who it was that never graduated.  But the real reason for the policy is to protect the NCAA and those many universities that exploit African American players for ticket sales, making no attempt to provide meaningful educations.”

Notre Dame Dustup



   Paul Hornung, who starred at Notre Dame and was the Green Bay Packers first-draft choice in 1957, had a solution for the sinking state of the Notre Dame football—5-7 last season.  He suggested that Notre Dame lower its academic standards “because we must get the black athlete if we’re going to compete.” In response, the president of Notre Dame, the Rev. Edward A. Malloy, said that the university now does “admit some promising athletes who would not gain admission on their academic credentials alone. Despite this, he said, the graduation rate for Notre Dame student athletes is 92 percent, “the best in the nation,” and the university’s graduation rate for African-American athletes, is 78 percent rate, sixth highest in the nation.
Quotables

 To the extent that we lose a sense of the value of truth, we shall certainly lose something and may well lose everything.





--Bernard Williams


The real news is bad news.







--Marshall McLuhan


Freedom of the press is guaranteed only to those who own one.






--A.J.Liebling

Newspapers don’t change tastes. They reflect taste.






--Rupert Murdoch


Bad manners make a journalist.






--Oscar Wilde


What magnifies a voice is its human character—its compassion, honesty and moral intelligence.






--Lewis H. Lapham


Some news happens; the rest is discerned.






--Thomas Griffith

