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Throughout Spring 2008, I worked with Buddy, Karen and Gregg to strengthen our journalism offerings. I wasn't certain that a journalism concentration was the best move, but wanted to see what we could come up with. We made good headway on basic courses, but as the summer came, my impression was that there was more work to do. For instance, we had never defined the nature of the analytical requirement, particularly analytical courses on journalism. We had not sorted out a possible "capstone" experience. Of course, I was going on sabbatical and didn't expect to be involved in the subsequent day-to-day work, but was told I would get bulletins on the journalism faculty's progress. I heard nothing. So I was a bit surprised to see this proposal for a journalism concentration in merge suddenly and with the apparent approval of the P&C committee.

Be that as it may, the proposal shows signs of hurry and insufficient thought. Seeing this document, I am not at all certain that we must create a journalism concentration. The proposal completely lacks anything to persuade me or anyone else (e.g. the college P&C committee) otherwise. There is no rationale, a standard component of course and curriculum proposals.

Actually, anyone trying to develop a rationale runs into a pair of thorny problems. You can't claim that journalism enrollments are booming, and you can't claim that the news business is thriving. Enrollments in journalism production courses are consistently pretty weak. Here's a recent telling symptom of the problem: this semester Investigative Reporting had to be canceled for lack of enrollment. Now, if we had numerous students with fire in their bellies for journalism, they would fill this course. But the course consistently struggles to "make." 

As for the job market, as we all know, newspapers are slashing positions, shrinking newsroom budgets and closing foreign bureaus at a fearsome rate. This just in: "New York Times Co. profit down 51.4% as ad sales fall " (10/25/2008).

We cannot even achieve certainty that a journalism concentration is the best path to such employment as there is. There are hard-boiled editors out there who will tell you that, when it comes to hiring, "give me someone with a strong liberal arts background, say a history or polisci major, someone who reads and thinks, and they can pick up the reporting and writing along the way."

So I have this heretical suggestion: It may be that simply continuing to refine and enrich our journalism offerings best honors the job-seeking student and the liberal arts tradition. It frees students to choose a major like urban studies with a minor in media studies to build reporting and writing technique. Students who want to major in media studies could still do so, of course.

That brings us to the question of the relationship between media studies and the liberal arts. The concentration proposal rightly asserts that journalism studies should make a coherent part of the liberal arts education. But what exactly does this mean? The description of a liberal arts perspective in the proposal is somewhat thin. It speaks of students able to "gather and evaluate information and to present it in a clear, organized and compelling fashion." That's basic journalism. It envisions students who are "engaged citizens" and read the newspaper "critically." These are necessary abilities but fall considerably short of a liberal arts context for journalism studies, which would call for deeper critical thinking about the practice of journalism itself, not just, say, finding holes in a New York Times news story.  

A few examples of what deeper critical thinking might mean. The New York Times and Washington Post, two of the most distinguished US newspapers,have had to apologize to readers for their excessive credulity in reporting Bush administration claims that Iraq possessed weapons of mass destruction. In electoral coverage, criticisms of the "horse-race" or "strategy" scenarios in news reporting have become widespread with much public clamor for more substantive coverage. All of these developments demonstrate that the ethos of "objectivity" and "just the facts" does not begin to explain journalistic performance. It is necessary for students to engage concepts like ideology, false balance, news narratives, framing, etc. As it stands, the proposal misses this dimension by simply calling for credits in any of our analytical classes. In other words, a distinction should likely be made between courses like Journalism and Society, the Press and the Public, on one hand and Myths and Images in Media or Representations of Race on the other. The point is not that students shouldn't take the latter courses, but that a journalism concentration alert to nature of liberal arts perspectives would want to assure work in journalism criticism. Again, further discussion needed.

Multimedia

Given the shift of journalism to the web, multimedia storytelling should certainly make a part in our offerings. And with commendable ambition the concentration proposal speaks of making multi-media journalism a "signature" feature of the program. Nice. But how come students are not required to do multimedia work above the 100 level? The proposal has not grappled with the question of how to provide multimedia training. It is not realistic to depend on no-credit workshops sponsored by another program. A program cannot depend on the resources of another program for fundamental elements of its curriculum. So funding such workshops or developing additional courses needs thought. More work is needed here too.

Conclusion

I suggest we move more slowly with the possible journalism concentration and be open to the possibility that we don't need to develop one at all. We can begin to offer the new two-semester basic/intermediate journalism  sequence along with other new courses, such as photojournalism, or Topics in Reporting, track enrollments, consider how to develop multimedia journalism, ponder analytical elements of our offerings, think about a capstone experience and so on. In the meanwhile, we would be offering our media studies majors steadily improving offerings. Let's give this some time; let's gather much more student comment and ponder this important decision carefully.

