


[image: 001]




[image: 001]






Also by THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

The Associated Press Stylebook and Briefing on Media Law






CHAPTER ONE

Introduction


More than a century ago, Alexander Graham Bell made his fateful call, “Watson, come here! I need you.” It marked not just the beginning of a new era in person-to-person communications, but also the beginning of a new era in journalism. Reporters at first were hesitant to exploit the new technology, but the jangling telephone quickly became as much a sound of the newsroom as the clattering teletype or hypertensive editor.

At this dawn of the new century, reporters have access to tools that would have made Watson cringe. Entire encyclopedias are available at a keystroke, thousands of pages of financial documents can be downloaded in a minute, and sources on the other side of the globe can be reached in a matter of milliseconds. The clicking of the computer keyboard has become as much a sound of the newsroom as the jangling telephone . . . or, of course, the hypertensive editor.

Despite the incredible change in tools over the past 100 years, however, the basic rules of reporting still apply:
Accuracy is foremost; get it right. Fairness. And speed. 
Clear and concise writing. 
And yes, grammar, spelling, and punctuation still count.





Journalism hasn’t changed; only the tools have. And while some journalists have maintained a certain sense of denial about the need to master new technology, few journalists long for a return to the old days and the old tools.

When did all these tools become available? Although it probably seems like it happened only yesterday, newsgathering techniques have been evolving over a period of decades. Strictly speaking, journalists entered  the computer age in 1952, when television news reporters experimented with computers—CBS used a room-sized UNIVAC—to cover the Eisenhower-Stevenson presidential race.

It was another decade, though, before journalists entered the online age. In the early 1960s, The Associated Press installed its first computers, IBM 1620s, to handle financial news and the stock market report. AP installed its first CRTs (cathode ray tubes or display units), Hendrix model 5200s and 3400s, in 1972. The New York Times placed its abstracts on computers in 1971; the Louisville (Ky.) Courier-Journal and Detroit Free Press followed suit shortly after. In 1972, Dialog was created as an online collection of databases, primarily as a research tool for business and academia. The following year, the Mead Corporation started Lexis, a research tool for lawyers. Before the advent of the Lexis service, reporters who wanted to get information out of lawsuits had to do it the old-fashioned way: Go to the courthouse, or worse, the law library. Lexis didn’t eliminate those trips entirely, primarily because it was a service geared to a law firm budget, not a newsroom budget. Still, it made it possible for reporters to look at lawsuits across a state or even a region, without having to leave the newsroom.

Reporters, then, could save time, if they had a computer. But most didn’t. The nationwide computer boom didn’t officially start until 1977, when Apple, Radio Shack, and Commodore all released personal computers. That same year, Bill Gates and Paul Allen created Microsoft Corporation, which would quickly become the world’s largest software company. The personal computer age hardly started auspiciously; Radio Shack’s planned unveiling of its TRS-80 at a New York Stock Exchange press conference had to be scrapped when news broke that a bomb had exploded only a few blocks away. Some wags said the Commodore offering, the $495 Personal Electronic Transactor (PET), got its name because its marketers assumed that if people were dumb enough to purchase pet rocks, they’d buy a computer with the same name.

Within three years, however, computer use was rapidly spreading beyond the small subculture of computer programmers. CompuServe, an Ohio-based company created in 1969 as a computer time-sharing service, began offering e-mail and technical support to personal computer users. In 1980, it became the first online service to offer real-time chat online with its CB simulator. Computers proliferated rapidly in corporate America  in 1979, after Software Arts Inc.’s VisiCalc, the first spreadsheet program, was released. IBM entered the PC business in 1981, which pulled the personal computer into the mainstream. That was followed in 1982 by the introduction of the successful Lotus 1-2-3 spreadsheet. The combination of the business applications, the rapidly expanding online presence, and a hit movie about a teen-age computer programmer who almost unleashes Armageddon by hacking into a Pentagon computer was reflected in increased media attention to the computer. In 1983, the personal computer won acclaim as Time magazine’s “Person of the Year.”

By 1986, 30 million computers were being used in the United States—many of them in newsrooms. Journalists, however, primarily were using them only to write stories. It wasn’t until 1988, when the large newspaper chain Knight-Ridder acquired Dialog, that reporters began to use computers to do online research. Suddenly, newsroom researchers had stopped talking about morgues—libraries for old, “dead” news—and were beginning to talk about online resources.

Even so, online research in newsrooms faced an uphill battle. A reporter looking for a specific lawsuit or latest Securities and Exchange Commission filing could spend hundreds of dollars quite easily. Online research had become available, but that didn’t always make it affordable, especially for many newsroom budgets.



“It’s like the world’s biggest library—except all the books 
are on the floor.” 
“It’s like a shopping mall after an earthquake. ”


—Descriptions of the Internet







The Internet 

The Internet, ubiquitous in newsrooms today, didn’t become an indispensable free research tool for journalists until the late 1990s. Its origins go back nearly four decades, when the former Soviet Union launched an unmanned satellite called Sputnik that was viewed as a threat to U.S. nuclear superiority. In the wake of national concern over Sputnik, the seeds for massive computer networks were sown, especially at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, where researchers proposed a “galactic network.” 


The proposal was noticed by the Advanced Research Projects Agency (ARPA, the forerunner of the agency that would later be placed in charge of developing a nationwide space-based missile defense system), which began tinkering with computer networks. One of the major drawbacks to fighting a nuclear war, as the Pentagon saw it, would be the destruction of the military’s command-and-control capabilities. Once missiles began flying, it would be extremely difficult for military commanders to communicate with each other and formulate a response to an enemy attack. Presumably, the nation’s communications networks would be rendered inoperable by the magnetic aftereffects of nuclear explosions. To retain those command-and-control capabilities, the Pentagon decided, it needed a large computer network that wouldn’t be dependent on one or two or even three machines.

Of course, it was a long jump from a network conceived by the military and nurtured by academia to the World Wide Web. It took the Pentagon nearly seven years from the time it noticed the “galactic network” proposal to the time that four “nodes” of the ARPANET, the first wide-area network and precursor to the Internet, were established at Stanford Research Institute, UCLA, the University of California at Santa Barbara, and the University of Utah. Once started, though, the network took on a life of its own. Within three years, e-mail—the first “killer application” of the Internet-had been introduced. Within months of its availability, e-mail accounted for 75 percent of usage among the Internet’s 2,000 users. Queen Elizabeth II sent out the first royal e-mail in 1976. Researchers followed the e-mail development shortly with listservs, which allowed users to share e-mails of common interest, and FTP (file transfer protocol) sites, which let users download files.

Restricted to a handful of universities in its infancy, the Internet took off in academia in 1981 with the creation of BITNET, the “Because It’s Time NETwork” created at the City University of New York, and the CSNET (Computer Science NETwork) shared by researchers in Delaware, Indiana, Wisconsin, and California. In 1984, researchers introduced the “domain name system,” which allowed users to find other computers by name rather than by number. By 1987, there were 10,000 host computers on the Internet; two years later, there were 100,000 host computers on the Internet.

Very few of those host computers, however, could be found in newsrooms. Most editors were still waiting for a cost-efficient method of online  research to materialize. Although a new organization, the Missouri Institute for Computer-Assisted Reporting, had been created at the University of Missouri in 1989, it was heavily oriented to reporters who were analyzing government data from tapes rather than online data. And while saving newsroom budgets wasn’t exactly what Tim Berners-Lee, a software engineer, had in mind in 1989 with his proposal to create a web, or “mesh,” it ultimately had that effect.

Berners-Lee, a trained physicist, was working at the European Particle Physics Laboratory (CERN in the French acronym) and was frustrated by a condition common to newsrooms and other large organizations: As people left the organization, they took information with them. “Often, the information has been recorded, it just cannot be found,” he wrote. To remedy that, Berners-Lee proposed a large hypertext database that would link the laboratory’s documents.

The idea was approved by CERN, and in 1990, Berners-Lee wrote the “WorlDwidEweb” program, a hypertext editor running on his NeXT computer. That same year, the first commercial Internet Service Provider (ISP) was launched, as well as Prodigy, a joint online venture of Sears & Roebuck, CBS, and IBM. The first remotely operated machine—a toaster—was connected to the Internet in 1990. The next year, the National Science Foundation, which had essentially taken over the “backbone,” or infrastructure, of the Internet, lifted the ban on its commercial use. In 1992, the term “surfing the Internet” was coined by Jean Armour Polly, a New York librarian.

Still, the Internet was widely seen as the province of computer programmers—until Mosaic, the first graphical point-and-click interface, was created in 1993 by Mark Andreeson at the National Center for Supercomputing Applications. To say the browser was a success would be an understatement; traffic on the Internet began growing at a 341,634 percent annual rate. Andreeson and his development team left NCSA and released Netscape’s Navigator in late 1994. (Microsoft, which was in the process of becoming the world’s dominant software company, didn’t enter the browser wars until 1995.)

In 1996, one of the last major barriers to widespread use of the Internet in newsrooms fell: America Online, then an 11-year-old company, began offering a flat-rate access fee of $19.95 monthly. Prior to AOL’s offer, many newsrooms had been reluctant to make full use of the Internet’s potential  because of the possibility of outrageous hourly fees. Though the AOL deal caused its network to become overwhelmed by users, it set the standard for other Internet service providers, which began offering flat-fee access as well. There were now approximately 40 million people on the Internet, and the number of Web sites had grown from 130 in June 1993 to 252,000 in June 1996. That number would skyrocket to 22.3 million by October 2000.

While virtually every U.S. newsroom now has access to the Internet in one way or another, the worldwide network is still evolving. Many newsrooms are replacing their old, dial-up modem connections that chugged along at 28.8 kilobytes per second or slower with high-speed cable, DSL, and T-1 lines capable of downloading huge documents in a matter of minutes. Some newsrooms are beginning to give their reporters wireless tools, such as handheld personal digital assistants (PDAs), for filing stories and doing research where there aren’t any telephone lines. And others, recognizing that the new tools give their reporters freedom to work outside a standard newsroom, are turning them loose with new bureaus in offices closer to their sources—just never too far from the hypertensive editors.






CHAPTER TWO

Searching the Web


The first rule of Internet searching is fairly simple: Search if you must. Otherwise, guess.

Searching the Internet is hard work that’s not always terribly productive. Sometimes, guessing is the better option and, fortunately, guessing is actually easier than it sounds.

Basically, there are two parts of most Internet addresses: 



1. Prefix: If it exists—and it usually does—this is almost always www, short for World Wide Web.

2. Domain: This is the really important part. Usually, a domain name is the name of the business, organization, or institution (e.g., IBM, The AP, U.S. Census Bureau, or Harvard) followed by a dot, followed by the hierarchy designation, such as “com” for commercial, “org” for organization, “gov” for government, or “edu” for educational institution.



 



So let’s say we used a search engine to try finding IBM’s home page on the Internet. We enter IBM into the box. When we hit Search, we get 1.8 million returns, quite a few more than we really need. So what can you do to narrow it down? Try guessing.

You already know that a Web page URL (the address, short for uniform resource locator) starts with www, then a dot, then the domain name. Since the business name is IBM and it’s a commercial entity, we’re going to guess that the domain name is ibm.com. So the full address will be www.ibm.com.

Voila! You’ll find what you’re looking for.

But what if we’re looking for something a little less specific—say, information about Propecia, a drug designed to reduce baldness. We could try  http://www.propecia.com—and we’d find the manufacturer’s description and ad copy. (The http stands for hypertext transfer protocol, used by browsers to connect to Web servers.)

If we want to dig a little deeper than a press release, we’d use an indexer.




Indexers 

Probably the best place to start is with an indexer—which lists available categories containing relevant Web pages—such as http://www.yahoo.com (see Fig. 2.1).

On most indexes, there are categories listed to help narrow down a search. In this case, if we scroll down just a little bit, we can see that there’s a link for “Health” sites: Click on the Drugs link under Health and we’ll find a link to Specific Drugs and Medications. And if we go down far enough, we’ll find Propecia.

 



FIGURE 2.1
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This gives us more diverse information about the drug. This sort of 9 search is useful, but what if we need more specific information? What if you want to find the range of a Stinger missile? There’s got to be a better way than sorting through Yahoo!, which is basically an index. The better approach is to use a search engine.




Search Engines 


AltaVista.com and other sites such as HotBot.com and Excite.com are search engines that troll through their own databases to find keywords. A search engine is a program that looks for keywords in documents, sorts them, and returns a list to the user.

Let’s go to AltaVista—http://www.altavista.com—and click on the “Advanced” link to the right (see Fig. 2.2).

 



FIGURE 2.2
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FIGURE 2.3
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Now, let’s type the words “stinger missiles” in the ranking keywords box and see what happens (see Fig. 2.3).

As you can see, we got 146,410 pages. That’s a bit much. One general rule: Try doing an arcane search first. After all, that’s the goal—you want to get as few hits as possible. And if you start out with an arcane search, it’s a lot easier to go from one hit to 146,410 hits than it is to go from 146,410 hits to one hit. (An “arcane” search refers to complex query language, which uses plus signs and other symbols in the search query.)

But first, let’s try narrowing it down using another trick. If you look closely at the search results, you’ll see that some of the pages don’t have the exact phrase “stinger missiles” in them. They have the word “stinger” and the word “missile,” but not as two adjacent words. So let’s narrow things down by telling AltaVista to look only for pages that have the exact phrase “stinger missiles” in them. We do that by typing the words in quotation marks in the query box.

This results in a pretty huge improvement—from 146,410 hits to 634. But as a rule of thumb, you’re not through searching until you’re down to a dozen or fewer hits. So let’s use another trick: Boolean logic. Essentially, Boolean logic uses the search terms “and,” “or,” “not,” and “near” to narrow down searches. For example, let’s type “stinger” and “not (bee or wasp or hornet)” in the Boolean expression box. We put the Boolean term “or”—technically called an “operator”—in parentheses so that our search  eliminates pages with any of the words “bee,” “wasp,” or “hornet.” When we do this search, we narrow our results down to roughly 29,000.

Still, it’s a few too many results. Let’s go back to using “stinger missile” in quotation marks, but let’s try another trick. We can add a domain type to limit our results. Remember, a commercial site is going to end in “.com.” So we’ll try putting a URL (Web address) limitation to return only commercial pages (see Fig. 2.4).
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