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Political Science 110

NEWS AND POLITICS: READING BETWEEN THE LINES

Marion R. Just
Fall 2010

Office Hours: W 2:00-4:30 PM 
Office: Pendleton East 244

and other times by appointment
Tel: Ex. 2206

Classroom: PNE 430 
Course Description
The goal of this course is to help students become effective democratic citizens by expanding their understanding of political news.  In recent years the lines have been blurred between different forms of news – hard news and soft news, straight news and opinionated news, interviews programs and shouting matches, investigative reporting and Swift Boating.  New media formats, such internet blogs and “The Daily Show” blend news and commentary.  New media platforms have emerged on YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook.  What sources should citizens trust? In this course students will learn to evaluate evidence, arguments, and quality of content in this fast changing news environment.  To gain a deeper appreciation of the challenges of news, students will try their hands at different kinds of political news writing, including news stories, interviews, commentary, and investigation. This semester the course will emphasize relationship between journalism and democracy in light of two broad topics: the American congressional elections of 2010 and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.   
Expanded rationale.  
For some time now the lines have blurred between objective news and commentary, between hard news and soft news, and between professional journalists and everyone else.  Amateur journalism is the hallmark of blogs and social media (Twitter and Facebook).  In addition, economically stressed traditional media and start-up on-line news organizations are relying more and more on citizen journalists to provide local information and to cover breaking events.  Citizen contributions to news are not a new phenomenon (think of the film of the Kennedy assassination), but technology has reduced the costs of entry and raised the quality produced by amateurs.  Just about everyone nowadays has a cell phone with a camera.  The result has changed news gathering.   
In the face of these blurred lines, it is more difficult for citizens to evaluate the information that is abundant – perhaps overwhelmingly and chaotically abundant -- in their environment.  Is the Daily Show “faux news” as Jon Stewart describes it?  Is Fox news “fair and balanced” as it claims?  Are traditional news media such as the New York Times or CBS news biased?  If so, in what direction – liberal, conservative, pro-authority or anti-complexity?   The course will draw on some of the materials developed for the Knight Foundation News Literacy Initiative and the pilot course developed at Colby College.
In this first year course students will collect different kinds of news on two broad topics, one domestic and one international – the Congressional elections of 2010 and the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.  They will be asked to consider the constraints on different kinds of reporting and in different platforms by a hands-on approach to news construction.  Readings include a book on journalism standards based on work by the Committee of Concerned Journalists, as well as two scholarly books – one on the 2008 elections including the Congressional elections and another on arguing against overdependence of news reporting on the official sources, especially in the case of Iraq.  Some material will focus on journalists’ own accounts of their reporting experiences, particularly the difficulties of reporting from war zones.  
The main goal is to develop critical thinking skills so that students can evaluate the range of reporting for the evidence presented, the reliability of sources, methods of analysis, and quality of argument.  These skills will be important to students in their academic careers as well as in their roles as citizens in a democracy.  In addition, the course will aim to develop students’ abilities to express themselves clearly and make arguments that are convincing.  Again these skills will be helpful both in their college careers and in their lives after Wellesley.   To meet these goals the course will rely on frequent short writing assignments as well as a longer paper.  One aim of the course is to help our students to contribute to public discourse.  Far fewer women than men today are columnists, contributors to op-ed pages, political talk show hosts, or bloggers.  Women tend to be cautious about expressing their opinions.  My hope is to develop a safe environment for Wellesley women to develop the necessary skills and confidence to participate in political debate.  

Book to purchase: Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel, The Elements of Journalism: What Newspeople Should Know and the Public Should Expect. 2nd Ed. Three Rivers Press.  

Other Readings: Available on e-reserve, Internet hotlink from on-line syllabus, or on the course conference.
Remember that your written work must be original and must meet high standards of citation.

Students with disabilities should contact me as soon as possible to arrange for accommodation.  Late work will be penalized a half grade for every two days beyond the due date.

SYLLABUS
DATE

TOPIC
Sept 13-16. 
News literacy and effective citizenship. What are the goals of journalism in democracy? What are the forms of political news?  Discussion of the Knight Ridder News literacy evaluation grid.  Who is a journalist?  Is journalism a profession?  Have we entered the age of the amateur journalist?
Reading: 
Kovach and Rosenstiel, Elements of Journalism, Ch. 1-3.
Assignment: 
Find and download examples of political news and opinionated journalism on the topic of American politics.  For example, compare the evening news program on a broadcast network with “The Daily Show,” “The O’Reilly Factor,” or “The Rachel Maddow Show” or an article in the New York Times in Vanity Fair.  Be prepared to discuss the differences in goals, audience, evidence, and argument.   
Sept. 20-23. 
Journalism: Neutral, Balanced or Objective? Americans judge other systems by standards of objective journalism.   What does objectivity mean in journalism?  Is balanced content the same as neutral reporting? Current media are testing this standard and moving to a more opinionated journalism in cable news and on the Web. Is news about the current round of Congressional elections biased? In what way? Is it useful Why or why not?
Reading:
Geneva Overholser on Objectivity in journalism 
http://womensmediacenter.com/blog/2006/11/objectivity-in-journalism/
Code of Ethics of the Society of Professional Journalists


http://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp 



Code of Ethics of Al Jazeera


http://english.aljazeera.net/aboutus/2006/11/2008525185733692771.html 

Michael Kinsley, “Cut This Story! Newspaper Articles Are Too Long” The Atlantic, January/February 2010 http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2010/01/cut-this-story/7823/
Michael Nelson, Ed. The Elections of 2008, Ch. 5, Gary Jacobson, “The Second Democratic Wave” or “George W. Bush, the Iraq War, and the Election of Barack Obama” e-reserve.
CQ Politics – Congress http://www.cqpolitics.com/wmspage.cfm?parm1=5
In Class: 
Poynter Institute Reporting Game

http://www.newsu.org/courses/be-reporter-game
Assignment.  
Write an objective, straight news story of 350 words on a competitive Congressional race.  (Particular contests will be discussed in class). Write an addendum to your essay explaining what might be missing from your report. 

Sept. 27-30. 
Campaign Finance – The Conundrum of Money in Elections.  The Supreme Court says that contributing money to campaigns is tantamount to speech and therefore cannot be limited even for corporations.  What does that mean for candidates and for voters? Which candidate has the most money in the race you are following?
Reading: 
Latest news about Connecticut and California elections.

Supreme Court decision on Citizens United http://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/html/08-205.ZS.html
Adam Liptak, “Justices, 5-4, Reject Corporate Spending Limit,” The New York Times, January 21, 2010 http://www.nytimes.com/2010/01/22/us/politics/22scotus.html
Marian L. Currinder and John C. Green “Money and Elections” in Stephen C. Craig and David Hill, Eds. The Electoral Challenge, pp. 91-115
Campaigns and Elections magazine’s interview with Carlo Forti (See course conference)

Assignment:
Check OpenSecrets.org from the Center for Responsive Politics to find out how the campaign you are following is raising and spending money.
Oct. 4-7. 
Political Advertising in Congressional Elections. How can candidates persuade voters to support them?  How important is “earned media” (i.e. news coverage” vs. “paid media”?  Is the Internet changing Congressional campaign communication?  Why do candidates to negative?  Is there a point where negative advertising is not effective? What does it mean to be Swift Boated?  

Reading: 
Paul S. Herrnson, Congressional Elections: Campaigning at Home and in Washington, “Campaign Communications” Ch. 8, pp. 221-244.

Kim Kahn and Patrick Kenney Ch. 4, “How Negative Campaigning Enhances Knowledge of Senate Elections”, in James A. Thurber, Candice J. Nelson, David A. Dulio, Crowded Airwaves: Campaign Advertising in Elections.  Brookings, 2005.  (pp. 65-85) e-brary
David A. Dulio, Candice J. Nelson, Vital Signs: Perspectives on the Health of American Campaigning. Brookings. Chapter 5, “Ethics and the Health of American Campaigning” (pp. 11-117 ONLY) e-brary
 Assignment: Download examples of the political ads in the race you are following and be prepared to show them in class.

FALL BREAK is October 9-11.  Tuesday October 12 will be a Monday Schedule. Class will meet on Tuesday October 12.

Oct. 12-14. 
Blogging about Congressional Elections.  There are lots of blogs on the left and the right that are also discussing the elections.  What is a columnist or commentator? How can you differentiate between news and opinion on television and on the Internet? Be prepared to discuss some examples.
Reading:  
Kovach and Rosenstiel, Elements of Journalism, Ch. 7-8



Matt Welch, “Blogworld: The New Amateur Journalists Weigh In,” Columbia Journalism Review, May 2003. http://cjrarchives.org/issues/2003/5/blog-welch.asp



Examples political blogs such as Powerline and Huffington Post: Politics, http://www.powerlineblog.com/,   http://www.huffingtonpost.com/politics/

Brian Stelter, “From Treasury, an Invitation to Financial Bloggers”, The New York Times, November 15, 2009.  http://www.nytimes.com/2009/11/16/business/media/16blog.html?scp=1&sq=Brian+Stelter+Treasury+Department+financial++bloggers&st=nyt
Assignment:
Write a 150 word blog entry on a Congressional election.  Compare your blog post to the straight news story you wrote for the previous assignment.  Does your blog entry fill in the gaps of the news story?  What is missing from the blog?

Oct. 18: 
Polling and Elections.  What do the polls suggest about the outcome of the race you are following?   Download the results and be prepared to talk about them in class.
Reading: 
Nate Silver’s 538 Blog on The New York Times On-line 





http://fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com/
Pollster. Com http://pollster.com/



CQ Politics http://www.cqpolitics.com/wmspage.cfm?parm1=183#maps
Assignment: Write a political commentary predicting the outcome of the Congressional election you are following.  How does this contest relate to national trends?  Due November 1.
Oct. 21: 
The Role of Reporters in Disaster Zones: The Case of Haiti

Should journalists just observe and report or should they help out in disaster and thus insert themselves into the story?  Is there a tension between being a good journalist and a good human being?


Visitor: Jessica Desvarieux ’06, Time Haiti Correspondent

Reading: 
Craig McMurtrie and Dan Sweetapple, “Reporting Haiti: No Sidelines in Hell” Australian Broadcasting, January 25, 2010. http://www.abc.net.au/news/stories/2010/01/25/2800368.htm
 

http://www.canesinternational.org/?p=1093

Robert Jensen, Op-Ed News (blog) “Great Television, Bad Journalism: Media Failures in Haiti Coverage”

http://www.opednews.com/articles/Great-television-bad-journ-by-Robert-Jensen-100125-939.html
 
Jessica Desvarieux, “In Port-au-Prince, the Smell of Death, the Odor of Corruption” Time On-Line, February 6, 2010





http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1959114,00.html
Oct. 25: 
The Ethics of Journalism.  What are the ethical challenges faced by reporters and editors? How should they meet them? 

Reading:
The New York Times, “Correcting the Record: Times Reporter Who Resigned Left Long Trail of Deception http://www.nytimes.com/2003/05/11/national/11PAPE.html



From The Editors: “The [New York] Times and Iraq,” May 26, 2004

http://www.nytimes.com/2004/05/26/world/from-the-editors-the-times-and-iraq.html?scp=1&sq=The+Times+and+iraq+editors&st=nyt
Assignment:
How can editors protect themselves from malfeasance of reporters in the high tech era?  Make notes to respond to this question in class and prepare questions for our next visitor.

Oct. 28: 
Visitor: Maralee Schwartz, former National Political Editor of the Washington Post.  Be prepared to discuss your predictions with and your questions about editorial responsibilities.
OP-ED PREDICTION DUE NOVEMBER 1

Nov. 1-4:
Questions about Editorial Judgment. Is a half truth really a lie? Does writer’s intent matter? A picture is worth a 1,000 words.  How much is a photo-shopped picture worth?

Video: “Shattered Glass”


Reading: 
Jeremy W. Peters,  “Media Decoder: On The Economist's Cover, Only a Part of the Picture,” New York Times, July 05, 2010. “ The June 19 issue of The Economist showed President Obama alone on a Louisiana beach. But he was not alone.” 



Kovach and Rosenstiel, Elements of Journalism, Ch. 9

Nov. 8:
Blogging and Race: Breitbart and Sherrod.  Can bloggers go too far?  Should mainstream journalists pay more or less attention to bloggers?

Reading:  David Carr, The Media Equation:  Journalists, Provocateurs, Maybe Both, New York Times, July 26, 2010. “A new activist-journalist churns out information in real time, and the damage is done before anyone has time to check.”
Brian Stelter, When Race Is The Issue, Misleading Coverage Sets Off An Uproar, New York Times, July 26, 2010. “It is an open question whether conservative media outlets risk damage to their credibility when obscure or misleading stories are blown out of proportion.”

Nov. 11-15:
The Importance of Journalism: The Case of Abu Ghraib.   How important is it to know what the government won’t tell you?  What is the role of journalists in these situations?  How far can they go without endangering their access to future stories?

In Class: 
CBS “60 Minutes” first report on Abu Ghraib http://www.cbsnews.com/video/watch/?id=614704n&tag=related;photovideo
Reading:
Frontline question of the “t” word (torture at Abu Ghraib and elsewhere) http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/story/2009/01/the-t-word.html

Jane Mayer, The Dark Side: The Inside Story of How The War on Terror Turned into a War on American Ideals, Ch. 8
Assignment:
Write a blog entry discussing the evidence presented by Mayer, CBS and Frontline.   Include your opinion about what the President should do about publishing further abuse photos.   

Nov. 18-22: 
Reporting under Dangerous Conditions: The Case of Afghanistan. Why do reporters go to war zones?  What information do they provide to their domestic audiences? Who should protect them?  Do independent internet raw news sites provide important information to the public?  What are their responsibilities? 

Materials:
Committee to Protect Journalists – advice before going into the field
 Recommended Reading: David Rohde, “Held by the Taliban” 


http://projects.nytimes.com/held-by-the-taliban/#part-1
Reading:
Wikileaks
Clark Hoyt,  The New York Times May 16, 2010 “Words speak differently to different people. (assassination and targeted killing).”

The New York Times, A Note to Readers:  Piecing Together the Reports, and Deciding What to Publish. July 26, 2010.  “Deciding whether to publish secret information is always difficult, but there are times when the information is of significant public interest.” 

 Noam Cohen, Link by Link:  A Renegade Site, Now Working With the News Media, The New York Times. August 02, 2010.  “WikiLeaks was criticized for its previous coup, a video of soldiers in Iraq killing civilians. This time, it let journalists parse the information.” 

Pew Research Center Report: Mixed Reactions to Leak of Afghanistan Documents, Aug. 3, 2010. “Public attention to news about the war in Afghanistan increased following the WikiLeaks report, with 34% following Afghanistan reports very closely, up from 22% the previous week. This is the highest interest in Afghanistan news since December 2009 in the weeks following Barack Obama’s decision to increase troop deployments there.

Eric Schmitt,  U.S. Tells WikiLeaks to Return Afghan War Logs  The New York Times.    August 06, 2010. “The Pentagon demanded that WikiLeaks "do the right thing" and remove classified documents from its Web site. 

Assignment: 
Did Wikileaks provide an important public service or an attack on U.S. security? Write a 350 word op-ed piece addressing this question.


Final Assignment: 
Consider yourself a freelance journalist. Write an investigative report (10 pages) on a topic that we have discussed, such as the 2010 Congressional elections, war coverage in Iraq or Afghanistan, or ethical issues in journalism.  This report will constitute your final paper.   Your bibliography should consist of several outside readings on your topic.   You may create a multi-media or video report.
Nov.  29-Dec. 2:

MEET WITH INSTRUCTOR TO DISCUSS FINAL PAPER.  BRING YOUR BIBLIOGRAPHY OUTLINE AND FIRST PARAGRAPH WITH YOU TO THE MEETING.

THANKSGIVING BREAK is November 25 to 28.

Dec. 6-9: 
Oral Reports and discussion (about 7 minutes) about your topic.  You may submit a draft of your paper to the instructor this week.  Your final paper is due last day of exams.
