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After all, our
leaders and
institutions

can't be wrong
all of the time.

ED ick, our increasingly loquaciorn
E $year-old, is showing early signs of
following in his father's questionable
foot$eps.

lcst weekend, as his Zl-monthold
brother Charlie and I were tossing a iot-
sitfd football around ttre family roort,
Rick declined to join in. Declaring that
hs would be the "speaker-man," Rick
took up a position atop the baek of our
sofa and proceeded o offer the play-by-
play.

Rick was kinder and gentler than his
father tenG to be. After each toss of the
ball, he descended from his imaginary
pr€ss box to exclaim, "Geod job!" and
offer a eongratulatory handshake for
good measure.

Those of trs in journalism are good at
reporting on the performance of players
in government, politics, business, Eports
and other arenix. And we'rr even better
at-pointing up their shortcomings.

Memben of the news media have an
essential responsibility in a free society.
We are the eyes and ears of eitizens w[o
don't have the time or expertise !o patrol
!S corridors o! Congfess, the state'Capi-
tol or city hall. Our Job i$ 00 find out
shat is really going on - to provide
citizens with the information they need to
monibr govemment and othei institu-
tiom, and hold them accountable.

In iournalism school, they caUed this
$e "watchdog functiou" ol the prors.
Ilowever, to many of our Dews slurceg
aqd readem, we frequently seem mone
lihe tle viciors attack dog tllan the trusty
watchdog.

Take the last political campalgn, for
erample. Despite-all of our proinises tbat
ctverage of this campaign would be "dif-
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gpportrnity to sit on the ffi'TTr4rtFqF
S$l, a non-governmental body ofl2
journalists and 12 public representatives.
The council attempts bo mediate lcom-
plaints against news organizations from
subjects of siories who feel ttrey have
been mistrrated, and have been unable o r
obtain satisfaclory redress from the newg
outlet involved.

During my tirne on tle @uncil, the last '
year as its president, I have been st!'uck
by how many grievances could have been
resolved if an editor or reporter had been '
a little more wiiling to listen to a com-i
plaint and acknowledge that it migbt be
valid.

Many of our hearings are very cunten-
tious, with the parties sharply disagree-
ing about the faets or what constitu es
fairness. But at a hearing earlier this
year, the editor of a major state newspa-
per began with an unusually candid ad-
mission. He acknowledged that his paper
should have tried harder to contact a
state university professor for his re'
sponse before going !o press with a s0ory
in which the professor was aeeused of
racial discrimination.

The editor apologized for this unfortu-
nate professional lapse and offered to
make amends. But this apology could jrst
as easily have been extended five monttrs
earlier, when the prcfessor first lodged
his complaint with ttre newspaper.

U we are to serve the public well,
journalists must do a better job of focrs-
ing on stories that are truly signilicant,
reeognizing the impaet those st,ories can
have on the individuals involved, report-
ing and editing those stories with greater
care, and owning up to mistakes when we
make them.

Contrary to the views of some, it is not
the role of the news media to serve as
eheerleaders for people in high places.
But every so often, it would not hurt if
those of us on the editorial page emulat-
ed my &yearold and handed out a few
commendations. After til, our leaders
and institutions can't be wrong all of the
time.

ferent," news organizations expe-nded
huge amounts of space and resources
pursuing irrelevant stories about the per-
sonal lives of the candidates. And, once
again, we spent too little time dissecting
the candidates' propcals io resuscitete
the economy, reduce the budget deficit,
reform health care and improve educa-
tion.

Far too often, we raee into print or
onto the air with stories that are incom-
plete and potentially in error, often for
the worst of reasons "competitive
pressure." We are afraid we will be beat-
en on a story by another news organiza-
tion and are willing !o take the risk we
might be wrong.

In the last campaign, for erample, the
voters would been better served if news
organizations had done a lot more dig-
ging before deciding what - if anything

to report about BiU Clinton's and
George Bush's alleged extramarital af-
fairs, and Clinton's efforts to avoid the
draft.

But such emors in judgment come with
the territory. Each day, reporters and
editors race to meet deadlines in report-
ing the most complex stories of our time,
offering what will serve as the first draft
of history.

Today's journalists are unqustionably
better educated and better preparcd than
ever before. But today's stories - wheth-
er they involve economics, science, medi-
cine or social policy - are more com-
plex than ever. Inevitably, some of our
"first drafts" will contain errors, omis-
sions and misinterpretations. When such
errom occur, they must be promptly cor-
rectcd.

For the last six years, I have had the


