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Talking
In Points
This Issue

Opening Shot
With every issue, CJR produces a study guide for
journalism students to delve into the areas we’ve
covered, providing topics for classroom discussion and
additional activities to test the ideas put forward.
To get CJR into your students’ hands through low-cost
subscriptions, check out the options at http://www.cjr.
org/student_subscriptions/ or contact Dennis Giza at
dfg2@columbia.edu.
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IN THIS ISSUE, CJR present several
stories on transparency in government. The
transition from the Bush to the Obama
administration has been marked by a
dramatic change in the attitude toward
transparency. Where President Bush and
his aides promoted secrecy, President
Obama, in contrast, issued an executive
order on his ﬁrst day in oﬃce, directing
federal compliance with the goals of the
Freedom of Information Act.
While the new president says
transparency is vital to a working
democracy, journalists must make sure that
the curtains that had once been drawn
around the federal government’s operations
are reopened and stay that way.
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2. Something FishY (pp. 24–30): How John Solomon’s plan to reinvent the Center for Public Integrity
foundered on a story about black-market tuna.
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a) What do you think of Solomon’s plan for CPI to reinvent itself as a “daily destination”? In retrospect, does this
seem the right fit for the Center’s journalistic strengths? How should a news organization go about deciding what
niche to fill in the increasingly complex 24/7 news world?
b) Do you agree with Solomon that Kaplan’s team violated journalistic ethics in reporting the bluefin tuna story?
What, if anything, would you have done if you were Kaplan’s supervisor?
BEYOND THE CLASSROOM: c) Read CJR’s past coverage of Solomon’s “gotcha without the gotcha” reporting (bit.ly/
cjr-solomon). Is it a fair assessment of his journalistic work? Given his track record, do you think he was a good choice
to lead CPI?

3. Cell coverage (pp. 32–34): A pioneering reporter tells how he started a career in prison journalism
while behind bars.
a) Why does Paul Wright contend that it reflects “a skewed sense of priorities” that no mainstream media outlets were interested in his reports on prison beatings, but when he was punished for reporting on it, the Seattle Times put it on its front page? Should major media outlets be doing more to report on conditions inside
prisons?
b) If you were reporting on criminal justice issues, how would you report on crime fairly without alienating
your sources in police departments and prosecutors’ offices? Are the ethical issues here any different from
covering other subjects where access is controlled by powerful forces (politics, sports, corporate finance, and
so on)?
BEYOND THE CLASSROOM: c) Visit the Prison Legal News website (prisonlegalnews.org), and come up with a story
idea that you could investigate in your own local area. Write a one-page story pitch, including how you would conduct
your research, and how you present your findings in a way that was fair and accurate, as well as making it accessible
to readers without intimate knowledge of the justice system.

4. The Sixth W (pp. 38–47): It’s been a long and contentious road for women in journalism.
a) Does anything surprise you in Lynn Povich’s story about the Newsweek lawsuit? What lessons can today’s
women in journalism learn from the experience of Povich and her colleagues?
b) Do you agree with Povich that women are raised to be as ambitious as men in our society, they just aren’t
encouraged to show their ambition?
c) What are the implications of the fact that nations where women advance to the top in journalism are those
with strong childcare policies? Is there a fairer approach that would benefit both female and male reporters?
d) What do you think Katherine Boo means when she says that writing is the “tax” she pays for reporting? Do
you or any of your classmates feel this way?
BEYOND THE CLASSROOM: e) Select one of the women profiled in “The divine sisterhood” and read as much as you
can find of her writing. Does she bring a particular perspective to her work that a male reporter wouldn’t? Or is fairness in the workplace just a matter of rewarding excellent female journalists the same as male ones? f) Read some
of Boo’s writing for The New Yorker (bit.ly/cjr-boo). Do you think that she reports these stories any differently than a
male reporter would? What other things can you learn for your own writing from the way she conducts her research
and reporting? g) Find and propose an addition to the “20 women to watch” list, and write up your own paragraph
summary that shows why your subject deserves to be followed.

Quick Takes
Read these short articles in class and discuss:
1) A Helping Hand (p. 4): Do you think that for-profit news outlets should be eligible for foundation grants? Why or
why not? If so, what criteria do you think should be used to ensure that grant money is used to fund more publicservice journalism, and not just to boost profits?
2) Piecemeal Existence (pp. 21–23): If young journalists are expected to accept writing multiple blog items a day
for minimal pay—or for pay that varies based on hit counts—how will that affect who can afford to go into journalism? How does it affect the number of journalism jobs available that pay a living wage? Has it always been the
case, as Choire Sicha insists, that working for free was a standard way to get started in journalism, or have things
changed dramatically?
3) Copywrong (pp. 36–37): Discuss the three scenarios presented by Pat Aufderheide. Where do you think the legal
line is drawn on fair use in these cases? Where do you think the line should be drawn?

