
Access Learning: Were you interested in
politics when you were a kid?
Judy Woodruff: I was a little, but not that
much because I was in a military family. My
father was in the army and we moved around
a lot when I was growing up. I didn’t live in
the United States until I was an older
teenager. You could say that I was soaking
up the world when I was growing up, which
was great. But when it comes to American
politics, I probably did not pay a great deal
of attention until I was getting out of high
school. I remember distinctly the John
Kennedy-Richard Nixon election in 1960. I
was in high school when that election hap-
pened, and of course I remember three years
later vividly, when President Kennedy was
assassinated. I’m sure that kids [now] and
the people who are educating them will all
remember 9/11. It’s a pivotal event; some-
thing that will define their generation.

AL: What are the issues or events that you
think are most likely to motivate young peo-
ple to pay attention to politics today? 
JW: No question, the war [in Iraq] is hugely
important because President Bush has staked
his reelection campaign largely on this war
and the successful outcome of it. In Febru-
ary, I would bet there will still be over 100,000
troops in Iraq—American troops—most of
them young men between 18 and 28 or 30,
because that’s who fights for this country. So
that’s a clear reason for young people to pay
attention. President Bush has essentially said
we fight this war in Iraq because we would
rather fight for our national security on
other shores than our own—we don’t want
the terrorists bringing their terror to our
shores, especially after 9/11—and I don’t
think anyone would disagree with that. But
that means we have to fight it somewhere,
and the question is, do people agree with the
way the president is conducting the war? If
they do, then they should vote for him, or
talk to their parents about it, because even
if they’re not of voting age yet, they will be
before long, and it’s going to matter to them. 

Another big issue in the past year has been
about copyright and whether it is legal to
download music or movies. Kids listen to
music and download music on the Internet.
It’s not the simple thing that it once was—
people have gone to court over it. There’s
been a ruling handed down that it’s illegal.
I think it’s a discussion that every family
should have and every school should have,
about what’s the right thing to do. That’s an
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issue that politicians have something to say
about. The people they appoint to different
commissions have something to say about it.
These things matter to kids. 

AL: You’ve covered politics and government
for many years. What are the biggest changes
you’ve seen in the coverage of politics and the
election process in recent years?
JW: The speed! If it was at the speed of sound
before, it’s the speed of light now. Because of tele-
vision, 24-hour news channels like CNN, and
the Internet, when politicians say something
today, you hear about it right away. And not only
what they said, but the reaction to it as well.

AL: As someone who is working in television,
is there anything you would advise people to
look for when they’re watching the television
coverage of politics—particularly the upcoming
presidential election?
JW: Watch for the smart information on what
is going on, on what the candidates are saying,
what voters are saying, what the candidates are
saying about each other, and what they are say-
ing about themselves. Listen very closely to the
candidates and hold them accountable. They all
need to be held accountable. Read newspapers,
read magazines, and watch shows, not just In-
side Politics and CNN Student News, but other
political shows too. 

AL: What do you think turns people off about
politics?
JW: I think it’s a combination of things. I think
some of it is that people have seen politicians
get kind of down and dirty with each other and
criticize each other, and sometimes I think peo-
ple just get sick of that. They’re fed up with

hearing people criticized. But the fact is that
this criticism is often at the root of the dis-
agreements that politicians have, and when they
disagree over issues and have real differences of
opinion, then it matters. What nobody wants
to see is mudslinging and the gratuitous slam-
ming of somebody else just for the sake of slam-
ming, [but] most of the criticism I’ve seen this
year has been based in issues. I hear Democrats
criticizing President Bush, but they’re saying it
because they disagree with his policies. And you
hear the president disagreeing with Democrats,
but it’s because he has a different view. I think
a lot of that is healthy. It indicates that we have
a healthy society. Many places on Earth, you
can’t have that kind of debate in politics. We’re
very lucky to be able to argue like we do. 

AL: To what degree do you think that media cov-
erage affects people’s attitudes towards politics?
JW: I’m sure that it does affect their attitudes.
In some ways, I see people getting more inter-
ested because of media coverage—we cover the
debates, we cover the disagreements, we cover
the speeches, we cover the candidate an-
nouncements, we cover everything. And that, I
hope, gets people interested. But I can also see
how sometimes that turns them off.

I think it’s up to us in the news media to be
conscious of that and to always remember that
our primary mission is to inform people. Sure,
we want to keep them interested, and there’s a
lot of pressure on us to figure out ways to make
it interesting so that people will pay attention,
but we’ve got to figure out a way to cover it in
a way that is responsible and interesting, and
that’s tough because some of these issues are,
frankly, difficult to explain. I mean, budget is-
sues, tax issues, health care—there are some re-
ally intricate details that have to be worked out
when legislation, for example, is being worked
out in the Congress. 

AL: Do you think the Internet may help with that,
in the sense that it can complement the tele-
vision coverage by allowing you to go more in
depth?
JW: Absolutely, because there’s more and more
pressure on us in commercial television news
to make everything shorter. And as a result of
that, we have to have a place where people can
go for more information, more in-depth, and
the Internet is the logical place to do that. I’m
thinking about the CNN Student News com-
panion Web site—they will have more infor-
mation on the Web than we can possibly have
time for on television, and that’s crucial.

AL: And it’s a medium that kids gravitate to.
JW: Yes, and they’re very comfortable with it,
much more comfortable with it than their par-
ents are. Kids can go on the Internet and do two
or three things [at once]. They can be instant-
messaging their friends at the same time they’re
reading about what Howard Dean said when he
was in New Hampshire yesterday.

AL: You’ve moderated several presidential de-
bates. What is that experience like?
JW: It’s incredibly exciting. It’s an extraordinary
honor to be able to do that, to be able to mix it
up with the candidates and try to pose questions
to them that will get them thinking and allow
voters to see a side of them they haven’t already
shown on the campaign trail. 

AL: Some people think the debates are boring.
JW: Gosh, I don’t. The candidates—it’s all com-
pletely unscripted. It’s up to the moderator,
and whoever is asking questions, to pose a ques-
tion that is going to get them off of their stan-
dard stump speech. What we want to do is hear
them tackle some of the issues and questions that
they didn’t already talk about on the campaign
trail—in other words, to try to peel away a layer.
That’s what it’s all about. <
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