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"Racial Attitudes in America: Trends and Interpretations." 
Harvard University Press, 79 Garden St., Cambridge, Mass. 02138. 260 pp. $22.50. 
Authors: Howard Schuman, Charlotte Steeh, and Lawrence Bobo 

The startling images of black teenagers be- 
ing chased by enraged whites in Little 
Rock, Ark., were for many younger view- 
ers of PBSs Eyes on the Prize a first 
glimpse of what America's blacks endured 
only three decades ago. 

Even Thomas Jefferson, the preeminent 
architect of American democracy, consid- 
ered a harmonious biracial society unat- 
tainable. "Deep-rooted prejudices enter- 
tained by the whites," he wrote, and "ten 
thousand recollections, by the blacks, of 
the injuries they have sustained," meant 
that any meeting of free blacks and whites 
would lead to "the extermination of one or 
the other race." 

The post-Civil War era did not fulfill Jef- 
ferson's apocalyptic prediction. But during 
the 1930s, a majority of whites still consid- 
ered blacks inferior. And during World War 
11, when blacks entered the expanding la- 
bor market, white factory workers often 
rejected them with slurs: "I'd rather see 
Hitler and Hirohito win the war than work 
beside a nigger on an assembly line." 

At the same time, white American schol- 
ars, revolted by Nazi racism, began to per- 
ceive racial prejudice as a national sick- 
ness. This new intellectual consensus 
helped prompt President Harry Truman to 
appoint a committee in 1947, charged with 
exploring what its report called the "perva- 
sive gap" between "our aims and what we 
actually do." The report concluded on an 
optimistic note that the people's "vision" 
and "high principles" would prevail. 

Is the Truman report's optimism justi- 
fied in the 1980s? That is the question 
posed by Schuman, Steeh, and Bobo, re- 
searchers at the University of Michigan. 
Their answer: Yes-and No. 

White Americans have steadily moved 
toward the principle of equality. But polls 

indicate that they continue to harbor some 
reservations. In 1972, for example, when 
virtually the entire white population pro- 
fessed to believe that blacks and whites 
were equally competent workers, one- 
fourth of whites polled rejected the idea of 
a black U.S. president. This, say the au- 
thors, is a clear sign of residual prejudice. 

But some later signs are less clear: 
More than 90 percent of whites now say 
they favor school and neighborhood inte- 
gration, yet the same percentage oppose 
dispersed public housing or school busing 
programs. Some researchers have inferred 
that most whites still suspect blacks of 
spurning traditional American values such 
as self-reliance and hard work. 

The authors do not draw such a starkly 
negative conclusion. They suggest that 
whites may be reacting to local threats of 
black domination-the predictable re- 
sponse of any empowered group. Blacks 
themselves, they add, increasingly respond 
"no interest" when polled on busing, affir- 
mative action, and other government mea- 
sures aimed at assuring racial integration. 
And black leaders such as Jesse Jackson 
have lately stressed "self-help" and "re- 
distribution" of income over integration. 

Slow progress has been made. Vis-a-vis 
their white peers, young black college-edu- 
cated couples are narrowing the income 
gap, and more than 5,000 blacks hold pub- 
lic office, among them the mayors of five 
major cities. 

Faster progress toward integration will 
depend heavily on leadership, the authors 
say-the emergence of another Martin 
Luther King, Jr., or Lyndon Johnson. Until 
then, race relations in America will be de- 
fined by "progress and resistance, cer- 
tainty and ambivalence, striking movement 
and mere surface change." 
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make the buck stop somewhere else." 
That "somewhere else" was the White 

House. In 1934, Congress passed the Re- 
ciprocal Trade Agreements Act, which au- 
thorized the president to negotiate trade 
pacts with other nations; under it, tariffs 
could be reduced, without congressional 
approval, by up to 50 percent. Secretary 
Hull made 32 such bilateral trade agree- 
ments with 27 countries by 1945. 

The spirit of free trade persevered 
through the Truman, Eisenhower, and 
Kennedy administrations. Congress cre- 
ated a cabinet-level Special Representative 
for Trade Negotiations in 1962. Destler 
praises the government's skill in "diverting 
and managing trade-restrictive pressures 
[which] opened up the U.S. market and fu- 
eled our postwar prosperity." 

Relatively free international trade made 
other countries richer and more competi- 
tive too. In 1960 Japan and the United 
States exchanged roughly the same value 
of goods. But in 1985, the United States 
exported $22.6 billion worth of goods to 
Japan, and imported $68.8 billion. In that 

year, the U.S. merchandise trade deficit 
with Japan and all other nations reached 
$125 billion. 

In the author's view, such deficits do not 
add up to a trade crisis. "It was natural," 
he says, for Americans to "buy more for- 
eign products, just as an individual with a 
substantial investment portfolio can spend 
more than his job earnings would allow." 
However, angry domestic producers 
charged that they bore the brunt of unfair 
foreign competition. 

But tariffs on imports, and other trade 
barriers, Destler says, will not, in the long 
run, eliminate U.S. trade imbalances. He 
blames the budget deficit on the dollar's 
present high value (relative to other cur- 
rencies), which makes American goods ex- 
pensive abroad. 

The solution? Congress and the presi- 
dent, he argues, must confront the federal 
budget's red ink. Public borrowing to fi- 
nance the U.S. debt ($2.4 trillion through 
1987) drives up interest rates; high inter- 
est rates, in turn, attract foreign capital, 
which bids up the value of the dollar. 

"The Main Source: Learning from Television News." 
Sage Publications, Inc., 275 South Beverly Dr., Beverly Hills, Cahf. 90212. 272 pp. $28.00 
cloth, $14.00 paper. 
Authors: John I? Robinson and Mark R. Levy 

Every weekday more than 100 million 
Americans tune in to a local or national 
television news broadcast. In addition, spe- 
cial TV "newsbreaks," sandwiched into 
soap operas and football games, keep view- 
ers up-to-date on late-breaking events. 
Hour-long news "magazine" shows, such 
as "60 Minutes" or "20/20," give some 
events special attention. Many newscast- 
ers add colorful charts and graphs to illus- 
trate major points. 

TV, it seems, has become for most 
Americans the "main source" of news. 

Not so, say University of Maryland pro- 
fessors Robinson and Levy. Drawing on 
several dozen media studies that have been 
conducted over the last 20 years, they 
found that television ranks as only one of 

many news sources-and not a very effec- 
tive one at that. 

To keep up with current events, most 
literate American adults read newspapers 
and news magazines, listen to the radio, 
attend lectures, and watch television. TV, 
the authors point out, may not be the most- 
used medium. One 1978 study of urban 
households showed that 52 percent of all 
adults watched either the local or national 
news on television, while 67 percent read 
the morning or evening newspaper. 

More importantly, Levy and Robinson 
find that most Americans do not necessar- 
ily learn or remember much from televi- 
sion news. A host of studies have shown 
that respondents absorbed more informa- 
tion by reading newspapers and magazines. 
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Only those with less than a high school 
education did better by watching TV news. 

The authors also stress the importance 
of "interpersonal conversation." People 
who discuss the news at work or at home 
understand more than those who do not. 

Why do Americans learn so little from 
watching TV reports? Television news, 
Robinson and Levy say, is not easy to 
grasp. The typical network TV news pro- 
gram crams 20 rapid-fire stories into 22 
minutes of commercial-interrupted air 
time. Television watchers sometimes can- 
not tell when one news report ends and the 
next begins. Nor can they go back and re- 
view news they missed or did not under- 
stand. Moreover, TV reporters lack the air 
time needed to provide background in- 

formation for their stories. 
A 1972 study conducted in Syracuse, 

N.Y., showed that the TV news stories on 
the election campaign between President 
Richard Nixon and George McGovern dis- 
cussed substantive issues for an average of 
10 seconds. Several other studies have 
shown that within a few hours of having 
watched a TV news program, most view- 
ers recall only one or two of the 15 to 20 
stories aired. 

"For many viewers, watching the news 
may produce an experience of having been 
informed," say Robinson and Levy. "But it 
is a false sense of knowledge, for it is based 
only on a vaguely understood jumble of vi- 
sual and auditory stimuli that leave few 
traces in long-term memory." 

"The Writing Report Card: 
Writing Achievement in American Schools." 
National Assessment of Educational Progress, Educational Testing Service, Rosedale Rd., 
Princeton, NJ. 08541-0001. 112 pp. 
Authors: Arthur N. Applebee, Judith A. Langer, and Ina V. S. Mullis 

Tell students to describe their favorite mu- 
sic, and they can write enthusiastic, if ram- 
bling, responses. But ask them to argue a 
position, such as convincing a principal to 
change a school rule, and even l l t h  grad- 
ers produce writing like this: 

[A] rule I dont like is the Cafeteria rule that 
iF their is something under your Feet you 
have to pick it up and I think that is sick 
because sometime that stuFF is not yours 
and its been stepped on. . . 

Such are the unhappy examples cited in 
The Writing Report Card, a 1984 study 
conducted by the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress (NAEP) of 55,000 
public school students in the 4th, 8th, and 
l l t h  grades. Despite recent reforms, 
NAEP found that young Americans still 
write poorly. Even at grade 11, fewer than 
one-fourth of the students had the writing 
skills "required for success in academic 
studies, business, or the professions." [Half 
of all high school graduates, nevertheless, 

go on to college.] 
NAEP, a congressionally mandated 

group overseen by the Educational Testing 
Service, assesses students' skills in read- 
ing, writing, and mathematics every five 
years. The latest survey finds little im- 
provement since 1979 and contains few 
surprises. For instance, students who read 
more tend to write better. Even so, al- 
though the content of most classroom pa- 
pers indicates that the students understand 
their writing assignments, few are able to 
express their thoughts in coherent prose. 

The students may be responding to the 
lead of their teachers. The most common 
teacher comments, according to students 
in all grades, concerned spelling, punctua- 
tion, and grammar. The fewest comments 
related to content. 

But the NAEP report does not blame 
lazy teachers alone. Parents neglect their 
children's schoolwork. Over 80 percent of 
the 4th graders showed parents their pa- 
pers, but just 50 percent of the 11th grad- 
ers shared their work. 
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