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Chapter 1/The Nature of News

Lesson #1: journalism is in transition
· Audiences for traditional media are shrinking

· The number of employed journalists is shrinking

· News consumption on the Internet is growing rapidly

· The most popular online news sources (Google, Yahoo) do little original reporting

· Economics of online journalism are highly uncertain
Convergence: a term that describes efforts to use the strengths of different media to reach broader audiences and tell stories in news ways; convergence demands new skills & flexibility of journalists; new technology (like smartphones) provide new abilities to tell stories

Blogs – Internet columns or web sites with tiny audiences and little original reporting, yet they can become influential voices in the public conversation

Crowdsourcing: a recent trend where citizens are enlisted as amateur reporters by news organizations

Journalism is no longer a one –way flow of information but instead is a give-and-take with audiences & competitors.

Regardless of medium, the skills of news-gathering and storytelling are essential.  The narrative, the humanity and the drama of storytelling make up the art of journalism.

Fundamental goals of journalism: accuracy & fairness
Accuracy is the most important characteristic of every story.

Fairness requires the reporter to identify every viewpoint; rarely will there be only one.  Fairness means being impartial without favoring one side or another.

Fairness means avoiding your own personal biases.

Fairness doesn’t mean every viewpoint is entitled to an equal amount of time or space.

Criteria to determine what is news:

· Relevance

· Usefulness

· Interest

Specific elements for news stories:

· Impact – how many people are affected…and how seriously?  The wider & heavier the impact, the better the story.

· Conflict – struggles between people, nations, natural forces; resist the temptation to oversimplify or over-dramatize

· Novelty – unusual or bizarre aspects of a story

· Prominence – rich & famous rather than ordinary people; often over-exaggerated, often lack relevance or usefulness

· Proximity – generally, people are more interested in stories that happen close to home

· Timeliness – gives people a chance to be participants rather than spectators; with Internet, cable & satellite TV “news” means instantaneous …as events are happening.  Speed conflicts with thoughtfulness & thoroughness.  More possibilities for error.

Additional criteria in the digital age:

· Engagement – audiences respond to, correct or criticize journalism

· Solutions – since critics complain that journalism too often reports problems & controversies without solutions, more journalists are seeking expert sources & audience members to explain complex problems and suggest solutions

Citizen Journalism:

· news coverage (usually online) by people who don’t work for commercial companies

· usually not profitable

· designed to cover niche communities and issues ignored by mainstream press

· mix of trained journalists and amateurs

· audiences don’t feel adequately served by traditional media

First Amendment to the U.S. Constitution (1791): protects the five freedoms considered essential to a democracy: speech, religion, press, petition and assembly:

“Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”

Challenges to American journalism:

· Government safety concerns (how much freedom should there be?)

· Public skepticism (more than half the public sees bias in the news…about half say journalism is inaccurate…fewer than half say journalism protects democracy…one-third say journalism hurts democracy)

· Consumers rate Internet sources (Google, Yahoo, AOL) below traditional media
Journalists’ Responsibilities in a Democracy:

· Report the news – the foundation of the rest of this list

· Monitor power –the press is the mechanism that informs the general public when government or big business misuse power

· Uncover injustice – journalists bring to light dangerous or illegal abuses that change the culture

· Tell compelling stories

· Sustain communities – serving as the nervous system of the community…the press conveys information as well as argument

· Curate information – collect, sort & verify information like a curator keeps a museum collection

· Set the record straight – fact checkers to assess the accuracy of what public figures say

Roles of journalism:

1. Agenda-setting: the placing of issues on the public agenda for discussion and decision

2. Gate-keeping: the process by which some events & ideas become news while others don’t

3. Navigation: guiding readers & viewers through oceans of fact, rumor & fantasy in such of solid meaning (this is the newest role emerging because of the Internet)

The Best Obtainable Version of the Truth (Bob Woodward, Washington Post):

While the reporter’s role is simply to find and write facts, the task is rarely simple.

· Sometimes it’s hard to get the facts.

· Sometimes it’s hard to tell what the facts mean.

· Sometimes it’s even hard to tell what a fact is.

[p.14] Figure 1.1 - Comparison of News Stories & Commentaries
Bias – journalists tend to favor stories featuring conflict, novelty & celebrity because they make better stories.  They see their job as being:

· Watchdog of the powerful

· Voice of the voiceless

· Surrogate for the ordinary citizen

· Protector of the abused & downtrodden

Journalists are usually skeptical, open-minded, respectful of differences.

Even though the overwhelming majority of conservatives, and many liberals, perceive a liberal bias in journalism, at a deeper level American journalism is profoundly conservative.  Journalists seldom critically examine fundamental issues like capitalism, the two-party system or social mobility.

Objectivity

· a working credo of most American journalists

· a reliance on observable facts

· a way of applying the methods of science to the art of journalism

· total objectivity is an essential, though unattainable, ideal.

Conclusion:

Reporting news is not the same as expressing an opinion.  The primary goal of a news story is to inform through pertinent facts and sufficient background information to help the audience understand those facts.

The primary goal of opinion writers and speakers is to persuade. 
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