                                      Update XLVI  

Newsrooms for Sale

Checkbook Journalism: New Version

When the New York Mets built a new baseball field, it put naming 

rights up for bids. Citibank anted up $20 million and the new stadium is to be 

called Citifield. Now with the economy tanking and the price of Citicorp 

stock down about 70 percent, will the Mets have to send back the check

and look elsewhere? 


If so, they might try broadcast newsrooms. “Some radio stations 

have joined the rename game,” Clyde Haberman of The New York

Times reports. “WTOP-FM in Washington sold naming rights to 

its newsroom to a pizza chain.”  Product placement is also for sale, 

Haberman says.  McDonald’s iced coffee cups are displayed 
on the desks of news anchors at KVVU, a Fox affiliate in Las Vegas.


Deborah Potter, the executive director of NewsLab, comments:
”From the audience’s perspective, what does it say about who’s in 

bed with whom?”

Technology and/or Substance
Do Journalism Programs Meet Society’s Needs?

Just what is the task of the journalist?  How should 

the student journalist be trained for this work?

 The questions seem more pressing today as the traditional

media decline and new media ascend, causing tremors in the

standard curriculum. Many programs have responded with 

courses providing instruction in technical knowledge and skills.


Bound by the accrediting agency’s limit on the

requisite hours of the journalism program, the new

crowds out the old. The required ethics and journalism history 

courses teeter at the abyss in many programs or have become electives.

The time devoted to the substance of journalism--the ways

government works, the role of race and class in health, welfare, education

and tax policies, the moral responsibility of the journalist--has to be

shortened.  


Some faculty members contend technique is replacing 

content in journalism education, that their graduates will 

find it difficult to do reporting responsive to  public needs. 



The Content-Oriented Curriculum 
The traditional curriculum trained students to practice
public service journalism. They graduated with the knowledge

that enabled them to cover local, county and state government 
with discernment. They could decipher budgets, informing the 
public of the choices that had to be made in the face of limited 
funds and massive needs. These young men and women understood

that to cover education they had to sit in classrooms, interpret
test scores, interview teachers and administrators.

They pierced political rhetoric with independent and 
incisive reporting that held officialdom accountable.. 
These well-trained journalists had the knowledge and the 

skill to provide the information that enabled citizens to provide the 
feedback appointed and elected officials rely on for the decision-making 
essential to good government.  

The Purpose of Journalism

This kind of journalism is set firmly in our history and 

tradition.  It also justifies the place of journalism education in academe. 

The contemporary philosopher Richard Rorty wrote that 

students should “realize that despite the progress that the present

has made over the past, the good has once again become the enemy

of the better.  With a bit of help, the students will start noticing

everything that is paltry and mean and unfree in their surroundings.”


Rorty’s “noticing” takes us directly to the question of

the purpose of journalism.  Katherine Graham, the publisher

of The Washington Post, said, “It is not the role of the press

to fix the problems of society.”

One of her reporters later remarked, “She obviously hasn’t been

reading the Post.”  He pointed to a number of articles, many of 

which had won Pulitzer Prizes, that responded to societal problems.  
“Richard Nixon was a problem, wasn’t he? All good reporting is investigative reporting, reporting that rights wrongs,” he said.  


Rorty said that the proper function of the university is to

“make vivid and concrete the failure of the country of which we 

remain loyal citizens to live up to its own ideals—the failure of

America to be what it knows it ought to become.”

Does the contemporary journalism curriculum place 

itself within Rorty’s definition of the proper function of the university?

The Key Texts

Who’s on the Journalism Reading List?


A colleague writes that he’s found that journalism students 

no longer are asked to read some of the “key texts in our field. They

haven’t heard of Lincoln Steffens, they have no idea of the 

work of Ida Tarbell or Upton Sinclair, and I’m sure that some of them 
have never heard of the Magna Carta and most of them have no idea 
of the content of the Hutchins Commission Report.”


Just what is a basic text in a discipline?  In English Lit

classes, many authors traditionally on reading lists are no longer

required reading.

Andrew Delbanco, a Columbia humanities professor, 
speculates about whether it’s necessary for students “to have read 

certain key texts in the humanities in order to be educated.”


He goes on:

It’s useful to recall that authors we now deem 

  classic (Melville, Dickens, Emerson and Jack London)

  were once regarded as interlopers for whose

  sake the true (Greek and Latin) classics had been 

  shunted aside. Melville, after all, was considered an

  obscene and half-mad writer in his own time and 

  for a considerable time thereafter…Dickens was 

  regarded by many critics as a vulgar sentimentalist…

  As for Emerson, he has been regarded by estimable 

  critics as suffering from poverty of imagination….

“Many kinds of readings,” Delbanco says, “can be turned

to good use by a good teacher, who has the power to 

awaken students to their own distinctiveness by putting them

in touch with a world different from their own.”  This is no

easy task, he says.

In Update XLIII I referred to a list titled 
Documents compiled by Roy Peter Clark, senior researcher 

at the Poynter Institute.  Clark’s list blends the past and 
the contemporary.  The Magna Carta and the Hutchins Commission 
Report are included, as are Edward R. Murrow’s speech at an 
RTNDA convention and Tom Wolfe’s“Manifesto on New 
Journalism.” How many of the sources on Clark’s list are your 
students familiar with? See www.Poynter.org  for Clark’s list.
Down  Memory Lane
Back to the Days of  Slow Teletypes and Such


A historian writes that the decline of the printed newspaper

should not surprise anyone familiar with the changes in the media. 

The comment took me back the days when newspapers that subscribed 
to the Associated Press and the United Press received news on
slow-printing teletype machines. 


The World-Independent in Walsenburg, Colo., took
the AP regional wire, and like most newspapers it had a cutoff time

when its teletype went silent.
 
The paper wanted to hold the press for the name of the winner 
of the Indianapolis 500 race and asked the Indianapolis AP bureau 
to telegram the result to the newspaper.


The bureau acknowledged the newspaper’s request with 

this message:  “Will overhead winner of Indianapolis 500,” meaning

it would telegram the winner’s name.  In wire service lingo, 

overhead is used for telegram. But the sports department didn’t

know this, and the newspaper bannered the result: 
OVERHEAD WINS INDIANAPOLIS RACE


Indianapolis, Ind.., May 30--AP--Will


  Overhead won the Indianapolis Memorial Day


  race today.  At the two hundred fifty mile post,


  Bob Stapp was leading the string of racing cars,


  but gave way to Overhead on the last half of the


  500 mile grind.

Meaningful Figures
Localizing Infant Mortality Data


The rate of infant deaths (number of deaths under one year of 

age per 1,000 livebirths) is considered a measure of a country’s 

civilization.  By that measure, the United States ranks low among nations. 
Just how low you might make into an assignment for your students.  You can 

ask them to find national data through www.cdc.gov/nchs., which breaks 

down the national rate by states. You can compare the U.S. rate 

with other countries through Google.  A recent check shows the U.S. 

rate to be 6.3, which puts this country 42nd from the top, Singapore 
at 2.3.

 
Students should localize the assignment by checking

 their city and state health departments. 

The assignment is an exercise in journalistic discernment, for the
data they dig up is likely to be too general to be useful. They may be given

a figure---5.22 for California; 12.22 for the District of Columbia;

7.24 for Florida; 5.89 for Nebraska; 8.58 for North Carolina, and so on. But 

these figures cloak a deep problem—the difference in

deaths between white and black infants.  The national figures are:




White: 5.71           Black: 13.33


That’s a ratio of 2.3:1.  For a lead, that means

that more than twice as many black children die in infancy as

white infants. Why?  Your assignment would be to have students find 
the data and the reasons for the difference between white and black

infant deaths.


Here are some figures:

State


White

Black

Ratio Black/White

California

  4.93

  11.30              2.3:1


District of Columbia     4.55

  15.83

 3.8:1


Florida


  5.63                 12.36

 2.2:1


Nebraska

  5.36

  13.68
             2.6:1


North Carolina
  6.36
              15.81
             2.5:1

       Highest Rates 




White

West Virginia

7.57

Oklahoma

7.32

Arkansas

7.11

Louisiana

7.04

Indiana


7.03




Black

Delaware

16.73

Wisconsin

16.42


Michigan

16.38

Colorado

16.28

North Carolina
15.81



    Lowest Rates




White

Massachusetts

4.39
Connecticut

4.62
Utah


4.70
New York

4.84
California

4.93



Black

Oregon


8.22
Washington

8.50
Minnesota

8.70
Massachusetts

9.20
Rhode Island
            9.99



Hispanic Rates
The CDC also makes available Hispanic infant mortality rates. The national

rate of 5.6 is  lower than the national black and the white rates.  Why?


In Arkansas, the Hispanic rate is 6.0, and the white mortality 

rate 7.1, the black rate 13.5.  Here are some other comparative rates:


State 

Hispanic
White 
  Black

California

4.99

4.93
   11.30
Delaware

6.15

6.43        16.73
Georgia

5.46

6.03
   13.35
Iowa


5.20

5.13
   11.02
Louisiana

5.65

7.04
   13.92
Minnesota

4.33

4.33
    8.70
Ohio


6.50

6.46
   15.34

Pennsylvania               7.61

6.09        13.98

Virginia

5.42

5.91        13.50

Washington

4.90

5.10
    8.50
Objectivity Redefined

Reporters Provide Context, Assign Responsibility 


One of the strengths of U.S. journalism is its commitment to

objective reporting. Journalists refrain from injecting their likes and 

dislikes, their ideology and opinions in their copy. Stories are 

objective in that they are written by impartial and independent

reporters. Their stories are objective when they can be

checked against a record of some kind—a source’s 

statement, a document, statistics.

But the strength of objectivity contains a weakness.

As Elmer Davis, a radio journalist, pointed out 

some years ago, the principle of objectivity holds that journalists 

will report 

      everything that is said on both sides of a controversial

   issue and let the reader make up his mind.  A noble theory,

   but suppose that the men who talk on one side (or on both) are 

   known to be lying to serve their own personal interest,

   or suppose they don’t know what they are talking about.

   To call attention to these facts, except on the editorial page,

   would not, according to most newspaper practice, be

   objective.

Davis called this practice “false objectivity.” Today, 

journalists are allowed to remove the straitjacket of traditional

objectivity.  The result is a more informed journalism.  For 

example, here is a paragraph in a story by Jim Yardley of
The New York Times about tainted baby formula widely distributed in

China that caused death and injury:

      Chinese regulators have repeatedly failed to 

   detect food safety problems in a timely manner.

   Moreover, despite ample evidence that secrecy 

   tends to compound safety problems, companies

   and local officials appear determined to minimize

               or cover up problems in the food supply rather

   than alert the public.


Assignment:You might want to have your students 
look through news stories for examples of  journalists 
providing context and perspective on their own.   


   
Teaching Tools
An Exercise in Brevity


An old newsroom saying puts it this way: Make one word do 
the work of three. Joseph G. Herzberg, one of the unsung heroes of 
the desk on several New York newspapers, said, “Newspapering is 
knowing what to leave out and condensing the rest,” advice even 
more pointed today in the age of the Web. 

More broadly, all creative work is based on the art of omission. 
Robert Louis Stevenson wrote that “there is but one art: to omit. O if 

I knew how to omit, I would ask no other knowledge.” 


Here’s an exercise that may help sharpen your students’ writing: 
Write an epitaph in 10 words or less for

1. Yourself.

2. A classmate or friend.

3. A pet.

4. An instructor. 

5. A public figure you admire.

6. The mayor.

7. A sports figure.

8. An entertainer.

9. A world figure.

10. An historical person.

Some examples for your students—

   Excuse my dust.

      (Dorothy Parker, American

        writer of light, satirical

         verse and short stories.)

   If you would see his monument,

  look around.

       (Christopher Wren, 1632-1723,

          the most famous of England’s

          architects; designer of many

          buildings and 52 churches.)

  Robert Frost, the great American poet,

wrote:



And were an epitaph to be my story



I’d have a short one ready for my own.



I would have written of me on my stone:



I had a lover’s quarrel with the world.


During the grim days of World War II, Winston

Churchill said in a speech to Parliament:



“Not in vain” may be the pride of those

                       who have survived and the epitaph of 

those who fell.


Robert Benchley, an American humorist, 

suggested an epitaph for an actress with many

marriages and affairs:



At last she sleeps alone.

Worth Quoting

Nightly News Check 

When I originate a piece of writing for Nightly News

it is then seen by four other adults on what we call “the rim” 

out here in the newsroom.  They are, by definition, hopefully

by design,  people who didn’t wake up with the same biases

that I did this morning. They are, hopefully, not all married-

for-22-years white males who have a two-car garage, two 

children--one in college, one looking at schools--and my 

worldview.





--Brian Williams 
An Informed Public


We’re probably only at the beginning of digital

technologies and the fragmentation of the media and media

markets and audiences rather than even at the middle of

it. How it will evolve, I don’t consider myself an 

expert.  But it’s going to pose interesting problems for 

having an informed public in a democracy, which to me has

always been the core of what I like to think that good 

journalism is about. …If you don’t have that informed

public, it’s pretty hard to think of sustaining a democratic

and free society.





--Henry Bienen

Education Defined


The inculcation of the incomprehensible into the indifferent

by the incompetent.





--John Maynard Keynes

At the Scene


When we’re not there, when we’re not there in a critical

mass and we don’t tell the story and we don’t put our eyewitness 

testimony in the public sphere, then the most unspeakable evil

can happen.





--Christiane Amanpour




Book Learning


Learning is not to be found on a printout. It’s not

on call at the touch of  the finger. Learning is acquired

mainly from books, and most readily from great books.





--David McCullough




As Spoken


The minute you try to replicate someone’s accent or

diction, you run the risk of appearing to be patronizing or

worse. When the Mississippi State football coach said something

like, “There ain’t but one color that matters here,” the paper was

wrong to recast it as “There is only one color…”--he didn’t say 

that. …I say stick with the actual words the man uses… .





--Daniel Okrent





Reading


Whatever the benefits of newer electronic media,

they provide no measurable substitute for the intellectual

and personal development initiated and sustained by 

frequent reading.





--Dana Gioia

Fox News

Under its chief executive Roger Ailes, Fox News and its 

public relations apparatus have waged a permanent campaign 

on behalf of the channel that borrows its methodology from his

days as senior political adviser to Richard M. Nixon, Ronald

Reagan and George H.W.Bush.  


At Fox News, media relations is a kind of rolling 

opposition research operation intended to keep reporters

in line by feeding and sometimes maiming them.  Shooting 

the occasional  messenger is baked right into the process.





--David Carr





-0-





Correction


Bob Ruggles called my attention to my reference to “AEJMC” in

Update XLV in which I said, “…given the limited hours the journalism

student is allowed by AEJMC to spend on his or her major.”  Here’s 

his note:



I see you have fallen into the alphabet soup


     created within journalism education when you referred

   
     to AEJMC when you meant ACEJMC (the accrediting


     body). I know it is difficult to keep all those organizations


     straight—ASJMC, AEJMC, ACEJMC, etc.


     AEJMC is the association of journalism educators.


     That group elects some members to sit on the 


     accrediting council (ACEJMC) as do many other 


     professional organizations.  There is at least one


     public member on the council, too.   ASJMC is the


     organization of journalism administrators. …
   



 ##

