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WHERE CAN WE FIND GOOD FACTS ABOUT NEWS AND CURRENT EVENTS?

Rex Mitchell - May 1, 2012

Everyone is entitled to his own opinion, but not his own facts.
The central conservative truth is that it is culture, not politics, that determines the success of a society. The central liberal truth is that politics can change a culture and save it from itself


- both by Daniel Patrick Moynihan 

One immediate problem with this quest is that what are “good facts” depends, to varying extent, on each individual’s frame of reference.  Psychological research has extensively demonstrated preference of consumers for news sources that confirm their prior beliefs.  Consumers also tend to claim bias in sources that don’t agree with their prior beliefs.  For example, a 2010 survey by the Pew Foundation found that 81 percent of Republicans, 64 percent of Democrats, and 76 percent of independents say that “most news sources are biased in their coverage.”

Clearly, one necessary element in obtaining good facts is to consult multiple sources including those that represent a range of points of view and possible biases.  Most useful are sources that separate facts from editorial comments, and for whom one can identify their funding, affiliations, and editorial leanings.  Summarized below are the results from a brief study to try to identify some potentially useful sources, organized in three sections:  Some Primary Sources, Some Primarily Analysis and Assessment Sources, and Other Sources and Information.  The order within a section does not indicate any priority. This is a work-in-progress, so I will appreciate your inputs and comments.

Some Primary Sources Cited as Reliable by Various Individuals
Christian Science Monitor  [http://www.csmonitor.com/]

An international newspaper published daily online, Monday through Friday, and weekly in print. It was started in 1908 by Mary Baker Eddy, the founder of the Church of Christ, Scientist; however, it is not religious-themed and does not promote the church.  Unlike most US news organizations, the Monitor does not rely primarily on wire services, such as AP and Reuters, for its international coverage. It has writers based in 11 countries, including Russia, China, France, the UK, South Africa, Mexico, and India, as well as throughout the US.

The Economist  http://www.economist.com/

An English-language weekly publication owned by The Economist Newspaper Ltd. and edited in London since 1843.  The Economist's primary focus is world news, politics and business, but it also runs regular sections on science and technology as well as books and the arts. Every two weeks, the publication adds an in-depth special report on a particular issue, business sector or geographical region. Every three months, it publishes a technology report called Technology Quarterly.  It aims "to take part in a severe contest between intelligence, which presses forward, and an unworthy, timid ignorance obstructing our progress." Articles often  take an editorial stance based on free trade and globalization, but also the expansion of government health and education spending, as well as government support of banks and other financial enterprises in danger of bankruptcy. It targets highly educated readers.


In a 2008 article in The Atlantic, McArdle, the business and economics editor [http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2008/03/the-economist-sinner-or-saint/2995/],  for The Atlantic, says, “The Economist has its faults, but it is the best newsweekly in the English-speaking world. Many of its critics, I observe from long experience, applied considerably looser standards of accuracy to publications that agree with them than they expected from us.”

The Washington Post  [http://www.washingtonpost.com/]

The Post has been accused of bias both to the left and to the right.  Its editorial positions on foreign policy and economic issues have seen a definitively conservative bent; e.g. it steadfastly supported the 2003 invasion of Iraq, warmed to President George W. Bush’s proposal to partially privatize Social Security, opposed a deadline for U.S. withdrawal from the Iraq War, and advocated free trade agreements, including CAFTA.  In 2006, it repeated its endorsement of every Republican incumbent for Congress in Northern Virginia.  In 2008, it endorsed Obama for president, but later published editorials both favorable and unfavorable to him.


The Post was Ranked #1 Print and Online Media Source for Federal Leaders Nationwide and “Inside the Beltway” Opinion Leaders in the 2011 Erdos & Morgan Opinion Leaders study.  The U.S., Erdos & Morgan's bi-annual research study determines involvement and media use among a large sample of the leaders who shape policy and opinion in the public and private sectors


Its average weekday circulation is the fifth highest in the country, behind USA Today, The Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, and The Los Angeles Times.  Noted for coverage of Watergate, the Post has won 47 Pulitzer Prizes, 25 since 1991 and including six in 2008, the second-highest record of Pulitzers ever given to a single newspaper in one year.

The New York Times  [http://www.nytimes.com/]

The Times also has been accused of bias to the left and to the right, depending on the topic and frame-of-reference of the critic.  It was criticized for being insufficiently critical of the Bush administration in covering the Iraq War.  It has been criticized for being too liberal regarding some social issues, e.g., gay marriage.


Noted for publishing about the Pentagon Papers, it has received 101 Pulitzer Prizes, the most of any news organization, including seven in 2002, mostly for coverage of 9/11.

The Atlantic  [http://www.theatlantic.com/]

Founded in 1857 as a literary magazine, it now publishes ten times a year articles in politics, social trends, education, literature, and arts. Famous for its excellent writing and artistic quality, The Atlantic has won more National Magazine Awards than any other monthly magazine.  [I’ve subscribed to it for many years and found the articles to be excellent.]

BBC,  BBC World Service  radio,  BBC News World Edition   [http://news.bbc.co.uk/]

BBC News is the department of the BBC responsible for the gathering and broadcasting of news and current affairs. The department is the world's largest broadcast news organization and generates about 120 hours of radio and television output each day, as well as online news coverage. The service maintains 44 foreign news bureaus and has correspondents in almost all the world's 240 countries. The department maintains an annual budget of £350 million and has 3,500 staff members, 2,000 of whom are journalists.  Since 1922.


The BBC is required by its charter to be free from both political and commercial influence and answers only to its viewers and listeners. Nevertheless, the BBC's political objectivity is sometimes questioned. For example, the BBC is regularly accused by the government of the day of bias in favor of the opposition and, by the opposition, of bias in favor of the government.

PBS

“New Research Confirms PBS the Most Trusted and Unbiased Source for News Ahead of Fox News Channel, CNN and Other Commercial Networks.” 2 March 2010, Life Science Week (from NewsRx.com March 6, 2010).  “The American people have named PBS the most trusted and unbiased institution among nationally known organizations, the most trusted source of news and public affairs among broadcast and cable sources, and the most educational media brand for children ages 2 - 8, according to new national polls. The research was conducted in December 2009 and January 2010 by the non-partisan, international research company GfK Roper Public Affairs & Media.   This is the seventh consecutive year the public has named PBS the nation's most-trusted institution. In the 2010 poll, 45 percent of respondents said they trust PBS more than any other nationally known organization. PBS ranked at the top in public trust among every age group, ethnicity, income and education level measured. Second in trust are "courts of law," which are trusted a great deal by 26 percent.  PBS ranks highest in importance among 58 percent of respondents when compared to commercial broadcast (43 percent of respondents) and cable television (40 percent).

Al Jazeera  [http://english.aljazeera.net/]

Has various TV outlets and is on the web.  It was started in 1996 in Qatar, added an English version in 2006, now has offices in many cities, including Washington DC. They claim to have “the most diverse newsroom in the world; we have 50 nationalities from all backgrounds, religions and races.”   The New York Times wrote, in January 2009:  “Since its start in 1996, Al Jazeera has become one of the most influential broadcast networks in the Arab world.  Its all-news and public affairs format reportedly reaches 40 million viewers from its base in the tiny Persian Gulf emirate of Qatar.  American networks such as CNN buy its footage and exclusive video.”


It received a positive evaluation in The Atlantic Oct. 2009 article http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2009/10/why-i-love-al-jazeera/7665/

...but the article notes that Al Jazeera has its biases, including an outlook that is inherently pro-Palestinian, hostile to American military power, and concerned about the politically weak.  The article concludes, “Yet Al Jazeera is forgivable for its biases in a way that the BBC or CNN is not. In the case of Al Jazeera, news isn’t so much biased as honestly representative of a middle-of-the-road developing-world viewpoint. Where you stand depends upon where you sit. And if you sit in Doha or Mumbai or Nairobi, the world is going to look starkly different than if you sat in Washington or London, or St. Louis for that matter. By contrast, in the case of the BBC and CNN, you are explicitly aware that rather than presenting the world as they find it, those channels are taking a distinct side—the left-liberal internationalist side—in an honest and fundamental debate over foreign policy.”

PBS News with Jim Lehrer [http://www.pbs.org/newshour/aboutus/bio_lehrer.html]

Lehrer has been on the program since 1975, with MacNeil, and solo since 1995. On December 4, 2009, when introducing the new PBS Newshour format, Jim Lehrer read out a list of guidelines in what he referred to as "MacNeil / Lehrer journalism:"



* Do nothing I cannot defend. 

* Cover, write, and present every story with the care I would want if the story were about me. 



* Assume there is at least one other side or version to every story. 



* Assume the viewer is as smart and as caring and as good a person as I am. 



* Assume the same about all people on whom I report. 

* Assume personal lives are a private matter until a legitimate turn in the story absolutely mandates otherwise. 

* Carefully separate opinion and analysis from straight news stories, and clearly label everything. 

* Do not use anonymous sources or blind quotes except on rare and monumental occasions. 



* No one should ever be allowed to attack another anonymously. 



* And finally, I am not in the entertainment business

Bill Moyers Journal (on PBS)  [www.billmoyers.com] 

Moyers and Company has a new weekly TV show and also posts its new episodes on the above site each Friday evening, along with past episodes.  


The previous PBS series of weekly programs of interviews and news analysis on a wide range of topics, ended on April 30, 2010.  However, you can see many previous programs on either  http://www.pbs.org/moyers/journal/index-flash.html  or http://www.pbs.org/moyers/journal/about/moyers_on_pbs.html

Meet the Press (on NBC)  [http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/3032608/]

A weekly television news/interview program on Sunday mornings and on the web.  It is the longest running TV program in worldwide broadcasting history, starting in 1947.  It has been hosted by eleven moderators, currently David Gregory, who started in December 2008.

NPR   [http://www.npr.org/     also http://www.kcrw.com/]  89.9 FM in Los Angeles

...a privately and publicly funded non-profit membership media organization that serves as a national syndicator to 797 public radio stations in the United States, each of which use some of its programs. NPR was created in 1970, following congressional passage of the Public Broadcasting Act of 1967.  NPR's flagships are two drive-time news broadcasts, Morning Edition and the afternoon All Things Considered; both are carried by most NPR member stations, and from 2002–2008 they were the second and third most popular radio programs in the country. In a Harris poll conducted in 2005, NPR was voted the most trusted news source in the U.S.

iWatch News by the Center for Public Integrity [http://www.iwatchnews.org/]

The Center is a non-profit organization, founded in Washington, DC in 1989, producing original investigative journalism on issues of public concern.  It cites itself as non-partisan and non-advocacy, committed to transparent and comprehensive reporting.  It has conducted investigations into many topics, e.g., the environment, public health, public accountability, federal and state lobbying, war profiteering, and financial disclosure.  Their mission is “to reveal abuses of power, corruption and dereliction of duty by powerful public and private institutions in order to cause them to operate with honesty, integrity, accountability and to put the public interest first.”


The Center does not accept anonymous donations, corporate donations, or government grants and says it does not lobby, promote, or endorse any legislation, policy, political party, or organization.  It was founded by Charles Lewis, who had been Mike Wallace’s producer for 60 Minutes.


It has been criticized by conservative critics for leaning left, especially because of reports critical of Bush’s actions regarding Iraq.

Center For Investigative Reporting (CIR)  [http://www.centerforinvestigativereporting]

(Quoting from their web site) Founded in 1977,  CIR is working to ensure that high-quality, credible, unique journalism does not die, but flourishes. Our innovative new model relies on in-depth collaboration with other news organizations, journalists, public policy organizations and universities, and fully exploits new storytelling technologies, to provide citizens—local and global—with critical, actionable information that impacts their lives.   CIR’ s newest venture is California Watch, a major new reporting initiative to produce in-depth, high impact multimedia journalism specific to California and to engage the public on issues of critical importance to the state. The current Executive-Director of the CIR is Robert Rosenthal, who resigned as Managing Editor of the San Francisco Chronicle to accept the job.

ProPublica  [http://www.propublica.org/]

(From their web site) “ProPublica is an independent, non-profit newsroom that produces investigative journalism in the public interest. Our work focuses exclusively on truly important stories, stories with “moral force.” We do this by producing journalism that shines a light on exploitation of the weak by the strong and on the failures of those with power to vindicate the trust placed in them.”  Began publishing in June 2008.  ProPublica is led by Paul Steiger, the former managing editor of The Wall Street Journal.  Stephen Engelberg, a former managing editor of The Oregonian, Portland, Oregon and former investigative editor of The New York Times, is ProPublica’s managing editor. There are 32 investigative journalists (8 with Pulitzers) housed in Manhattan.  It is funded by a multi-year commitment from the Sandler Foundation, created by a $1.3 billion donation by Herbert & Marion Sandler in 2006, and also by support from the MacArthur Foundation, Atlantic Philanthropies, the Peter G. Peterson Foundation, and the Kohlberg Foundation.


Herbert Sandler, former CEO of Golden West S&L, has donated to a number of liberal causes and candidates, raising questions about independence of the reporting.  However, Steiger says they are free to report on anything, including causes to which Sandlers have donated.  Here is one rather positive evaluation of their first year: http://www.mediaite.com/online/old-guard-at-propublica-charity-begins-in-the-newsroom/ 

MarketWatch  [http://www.marketwatch.com/]

A is a wholly-owned subsidiary of Dow Jones & Company, Inc. and provides business news, financial information and analytical tools. The Company operates two Web sites, MarketWatch.com and BigCharts.com, as well as the stock market simulation site, VirtualStockExchange.com.

Some Primarily Analysis and Assessment Sources
FactCheck   [Factcheck.org]

A project of the Annenberg Public Policy Center of the U. of Pennsylvania, with the sub-title  “Holding Politicians Accountable” and the quote from Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan (1927-2003) I put at the beginning of this piece, “Everyone is entitled to their own opinion, but not their own facts.”  They accept no funding from corporations, labor unions, political parties, lobbying organizations or individuals.  FactCheck.org tackles a major issue and performs in-depth research to find out if both sides are being truthful in their statements and allows the readers to formulate their own opinions from the collected facts.  Most of its content consists of rebuttals to what it considers inaccurate, misleading, or false claims by politicians. FactCheck has also targeted misleading claims from various partisan groups. An evaluation of the site was quite positive: http://lynnnye.tripod.com/id5.html

Fairness & Accuracy In Reporting (FAIR)  [http://www.fair.org/index]

Is a media criticism organization based in New York City, founded in 1986. FAIR describes itself on its website as "the national media watch group" and defines its mission as working to "invigorate the First Amendment by advocating for greater diversity in the press and by scrutinizing media practices that marginalize public interest, minority and dissenting viewpoints." FAIR refers to itself as a "progressive group that believes that structural reform is ultimately needed to break up the dominant media conglomerates, establish independent public broadcasting and promote strong non-profit sources of information."  One critic claims that FAIR targets bias on the right more often than on the left.


They also publish a monthly magazine Extra [http://www.fair.org/index.php?page=4] of media criticism and a weekly radio program Counter Spin [http://www.fair.org/index.php?page=5] that claims to “bring news behind the headlines.”

Pew Research Center  [http://pewresearch.org/]

“The Pew Research Center is a nonpartisan "fact tank" that provides information on the issues, attitudes and trends shaping America and the world. It does not take positions on policy issues” (from their web site).  Its work is carried out by seven projects, including:  (a) The Pew Research Center for the People & the Press,  (b) the Project for Excellence in Journalism, and (c) the Per Global Attitudes Project.  The Center is a 501(c)(3) corporation supported primarily by the Pew Charitable Trusts, which invested about $300 million in initiatives to serve the public interest during fiscal 2008.

Pew Research Center Project for Excellence in Journalism  [http://www.journalism.org/]

(from their web site) “...dedicated to trying to understand the information revolution. We specialize in using empirical methods to evaluate and study the performance of the press, particularly content analysis. We are non partisan, non ideological and non political. 


“Our goal is to help both the journalists who produce the news and the citizens who consume it develop a better understanding of what the press is delivering, how the media are changing, and what forces are shaping those changes. We have emphasized empirical research in the belief that quantifying what is occurring in the press, rather than merely offering criticism, is a better approach to understanding. 


For its first nine years, the Project was affiliated with the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism.  In July 2006, the Project left Columbia to join the Pew Research Center in Washington, DC.

Project Vote Smart [http://www.votesmart.org/]

Founded in 1992, Project Vote Smart (PVS) is a non-profit, non-partisan research organization that collects and distributes information on candidates for public office in the United States. It covers candidates and elected officials in six basic areas: background information, issue positions (via the Political Courage Test), voting records, campaign finances, interest group ratings, and speeches and public statements. This information is distributed via their web site, a toll-free phone number, and print publications. PVS also provides records of public statements, contact information for state and local election offices, polling place and absentee ballot information, ballot measure descriptions for each state (where applicable), links to federal and state government agencies, and links to political parties and issue organizations.


Since January 2011, PVS has operated in facilities offered by the University of Texas-Austin and the University of Southern California.  It does not accept contributions from corporations, labor unions, political parties, or other organizations that lobby, support or oppose candidates or issues. All funding is provided by individual contributions and foundation grants.

National Journal [http://nationaljournal.com/]

- Is a nonpartisan American weekly magazine that reports on the current political environment and emerging political and policy trends. National Journal was first published in 1969. It is now part of National Journal Group, a division of Atlantic Media Company, which also publishes The Atlantic

National Journal is aimed at Washington, It is mostly read by members of Congress, Capitol Hill staffers, the White House, Executive Branch agencies, the media, think tanks, corporations, associations and lobbyists. Most of the journal's content can be accessed only by subscribers, with a $1,160 yearly subscription rate, but there is a free web site.

      It has received three National Magazine Awards.  These  are generally considered the highest award in the magazine industry, roughly equivalent to the Pulitzer Prizes, and are administered by the American Society of Magazine Editors and the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism.

Google News  [http://news.google.com/]

Pulls articles from various sources (cited with timing) and posts them under eight categories: world, US, business, science/tech, environment, sports, health, and spotlight.

Other Sites and Information
Real Clear Politics  [www.realclearpolitics.com]

American political news and polling data aggregator, and conservative-leaning blog. The site aggregates columns and news stories (gives sources, seems reasonable mix) as well as election related transcripts and videos. The site also carries the most recent poll data and writes some of its own columns. It was started in 2000 by former options trader, John McIntyre, and now is owned 51% by Forbes.

FiveThirtyEight  [http://fivethirtyeight.blogs.nytimes.com/]

A polling data aggregator, with a liberal-leaning blog, created by Nate Silver in 2008, and appearing in the New York Times.  He’s a young statistician, who first became known for developing a model to predict performance of major league baseball players.  In the 2008 elections he correctly predicted the winners of 49 of 50 state races.

Media Matters for America  [http://mediamatters.org/]

 
(from their web site) “ is a Web-based, not-for-profit, 501(c)(3) progressive research and information center dedicated to comprehensively monitoring, analyzing, and correcting conservative misinformation in the U.S. media.” Launched in 2004 and develops research reports and  weekly columns.


Given their clearly stated purpose, it is not surprising that conservative pundits on whom they have focused are bitterly critical of the site.

The Daily Show with Jon Stewart  [http://www.thedailyshow.com/]

A satirical TV program airing each M-Th evening on Comedy Central.  It premiered in July 1996 and was hosted by Craig Kilborn until Jon Stewart took over as host in January 1999.  Although a Pew Research Center poll in 2007 asking Americans to name the journalist they most admired found Stewart in the top four, he insists that he is a comedian, not a journalist.


The Pew Research Center’s Project for Excellence in Journalism studied the content of  the program during all of 2007.  Among their conclusions were:  (a) The program's clearest focus is politics, especially in Washington. U.S. foreign affairs, largely dominated by the Bush administration's policies in Iraq, Washington politics and government accounted for nearly half (47%) of the time spent on the program. Overall, "The Daily Show" news agenda is quite close to those of cable news talk shows and (b) The press itself is another significant focus on "The Daily Show." In all, segments about the press and news media accounted for 8% of program time. That is more than double the amount of coverage of media in the mainstream press overall during the same period. [http://pewresearch.org/pubs/829/the-daily-show-journalism-satire-or-just-laughs]






