
 

 

 
Abstract—In a time period populated by legacy newspaper readers 

who throw around the term “fake news” as though it has long been a 
part of the lexicon, journalism schools must convince would-be 
students that their degree is still viable and that they are not teaching a 
curriculum of deception. As such, journalism schools’ academic 
administrators tasked with creating and maintaining conversant 
curricula must stay ahead of legacy newspaper industry trends – both 
in the print and online products – and ensure that what is being taught 
in the classroom is both fresh and appropriate to the demands of the 
evolving legacy newspaper industry. This study examines the 
information obtained from the result of interviews of journalism 
academic administrators in order to identify institutional pedagogy for 
recent journalism school graduates interested in pursuing careers at 
legacy newspapers. This research also explores the existing 
relationship between journalism school academic administrators and 
legacy newspaper editors. The results indicate the value administrators 
put on various academy teachings, and they also highlight a perceived 
disconnect between journalism academic administrators and legacy 
newspaper hiring editors. 
 

Keywords—Academic administration, education, journalism, 
media management, newspapers.  

I. INTRODUCTION 

OURNALISM school administrators and key faculty have 
had to implement and emphasize curriculum changes over 

the last two decades to indicate to current and prospective 
students, as well as to legacy newspaper industry practitioners 
and pundits, that they were aware of the shift from print to 
digital newspaper consumption. As a result, many schools 
ended up “blowing up the curriculum” [8, p.133]. These moves 
facilitated that journalism school administrators believe they 
have their collective fingers on the pulse of the legacy 
newspaper industry’s ever-changing digital and social media 
needs, and they are preparing their students accordingly [31]. 
Sometimes, however, the wants of the legacy newspaper 
industry do not coincide with the director of journalism 
academic administrators. According to the principles of the 
established foundations like Knight, McCormick, Ethics and 
Excellence in Journalism, Scripps Howard, Brett Family, and 
Wyncote Foundations, journalism schools that do not update 
their curriculum and faculties to reflect media nuance in the 
digital age will find it difficult to raise money from foundations 
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interested in the future of news [29], [31], [42].  
This research shows that journalism school academic 

administrators are not reaching out to managers and editors in 
the legacy newspaper industry in order to ask about what skills 
they should be imparting on their students. Additionally, 
journalism school administrators are not soliciting feedback 
regarding the performance of their new-hires. On a more basic 
level, these same administrators are not requesting a wish-list 
of courses that the legacy newspaper hiring editors would like 
to see taught. Moreover, the two groups that are the respective 
guardians of their fields are not having the conversations with 
their counterparts to ensure that the vitality and integrity of the 
profession are championed by recent journalism school 
graduates. 

This research helps to identify criteria and parameters of 
industry needs and academic teachings based on qualitative 
responses from journalism school academic administrators 
[32], [17]. Since some journalism programs that were studied 
are either housed in or live alongside mass communication, 
communication, or media programs, for the purposes of this 
research, the various departments will be used interchangeably 
or referred to collectively as “journalism” departments. 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

While the newspaper industry continued to experience 
intense periods of fluctuation and as it continued to wrestle with 
management/labor muscle spasms, the academy also made a 
course correction regarding what was being taught to 
journalism students. Additionally, the process of journalism 
school accreditation and whether it was a help or a hindrance 
when it came to attracting and training students based on a set 
of accepted guidelines came under harsh scrutiny [40], [19]. 

As the newsroom changed, the academy changed as well, and 
a more prevalent position was taken on the role of internships/ 
externships/experiential learning as a preparatory measure for 
students [16]. However, while many journalism programs 
encouraged an internship or externship, not many journalism 
programs changed their curriculum to make them mandatory 
[40]. Some universities had been exploring issues around the 
changing media industry and its impact on journalism education 
since the mid-1990s, and that research picked up in the first half 
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of this century [12], [39]. However, 2005 was when changes 
were measurably present across a number of journalism schools 
[39]. A 2005 study [12] reported that by 2005, 60% of the U.S. 
journalism schools were preparing students to work across 
multimedia platforms (print, online, video, social media), and 
an online multimedia survey [39] documented curriculum 
innovation in convergent journalism education across the U.S. 
six years later. In essence, the academy was faster out of the 
gates to change with the times than the industry, although those 
changes were not universally recognized as the educational 
standard until 2015, almost two decades after the 
mainstreaming of the Internet [3], [4], [54]. 

Journalism schools have integrated convergent journalism to 
varying degrees, from reworking one or two subjects to a full-
scale overhaul of journalism curriculum [38], [39]. Indeed, 
journalism schools are tracking positively in academic and 
commercial polls regarding its curriculum overhaul to match 
cultural, societal, and industry transformation (although the 
industry fundamentally resisted change in the early part of 21st 
century). For more than a decade, research [1], [37], [41] has 
shown a subtle disconnect between the journalism skills learned 
in journalism schools and the needs of the professional 
workforce. This is by no means because of a lack of effort on 
the part of educators. Quite the contrary: As [34] determined, 
although 60% of journalism schools in the United States were 
redesigning their curricula to include courses that prepared 
students for producing news across multiple platforms and 
among multiple disciplines, once a program became committed 
to a particular curriculum, journalism educators and 
administrators recognized that the new curriculum could not be 
set in stone but must be able to adapt to industry changes [39]. 
The rise of new technologies presented a conundrum to many 
journalism schools and their various programs struggling with 
the choice of whether to invest sweat equity in new skills 
classes or to revamp existing classes [11]. This paradigm 
continues to this day. Moreover, it butts up against a hostile 
environment toward journalism and journalists, and many 
parents over the last 10 years have been reticent to send their 
children to earn expensive journalism degrees in college when 
the legacy print newspaper field was shrinking and its integrity 
was under attack [7], [19]. Therein lies a question that needs to 
be studied further: How are journalism programs to implement 
a curriculum that must be fluid and adaptable to industry wants 
and needs? Likewise, when should that curriculum be 
completely overhauled versus tweaked? [11]. The change-
agency momentum of American journalism programs was 
studied and determined to be slowing down, according to 
researchers at Michigan State University, as early as 2012. A 
national study of U.S. journalism program directors conducted 
by [7] showed that the majority of program directors agreed that 
training in writing and reporting is still considered the bedrock 
of journalism but knowledge about visual communication has 
become an increasing priority. After that, however, the same 
respondents disagreed on which specific courses take 
precedence for all journalism students [6], [7]. This 
disagreement forces a focus on the disconnect that drives it. 
“The academy always strives to offer the best education to their 

students to become the next Pulitzer Prize winner, but 
sometimes it is hard to know when, or even if, a curriculum 
should be changed” [7]. 

Administrators’ calls for innovations in journalism education 
are often veiled as calls for institutional preservation [19]. 
Many academic journalism administration advocates concur 
that change is necessary if journalism’s core tenets and 
democratic values are to survive [18], [19]. One such lens 
through which this challenge can be viewed is disruptive 
innovation. Disruptive innovation is defined as an innovation 
that creates a new market and value network and disrupts and 
then displaces an established market and value network [15]. 
Often, these advocates invoke a simplified version of the theory 
of disruptive innovation to presume that established legacy 
newspapers need to anticipate market-driven and technological 
changes if they are to preserve journalism’s public value [15], 
[19]. The onus is therefore on the journalism schools to keep up 
with the industry by training the next wave of reporters to 
persevere. However, the perception of academic administrators, 
as will be documented and described in the “results” section, is 
that conversations between them and legacy newspaper hiring 
editors are infrequent and in the case of this research, virtually 
nonexistent.  

A survey of 134 journalism program directors in the U.S. 
showed that of the above professional competencies, only 
“media ethics and law” and “reporting” belong to the core of 
journalism education for a majority. “Mass communication 
research” is mentioned by only 30%, “critical thinking” by 29% 
and “media sociology of news” by 1% [7]. The authors see the 
schools as caught in the middle when trying to accommodate 
new technologies. It would appear that those skills enter the 
programs at the expense of general intellectual and professional 
content [24]. However, because this was a quantitative content 
analysis and not a qualitative study with the option for 
respondents to elaborate on their answers, the journalism school 
directors were pigeonholed into responding to set choices that 
may or may not have encompassed the entirety of the 
department’s mission. 

In 2014, [53] conducted a content analysis – which 
coincidently was the only research of its kind – of all 
employment opportunities posted by the Top 10 American 
newspaper and broadcast journalism companies between 2008 
and 2009. They coded more than 1,400 postings to determine 
the most desirable skills and attributes for job candidates. They 
saw an observed change over time, particularly concerning an 
overriding emphasis on web, multimedia, and social media 
skills. However, those skills that related to one of the above-
mentioned professional competences played almost no role 
when media institutions recruited those journalists [53], [54]. 
Almost all skills referred to technical or practical abilities and 
experiences. They concluded that: “educators would do well to 
get ahead of the industry need by preparing students who are 
ready to step into leadership roles in the area of social media 
and mobile delivery” [53, p.23].  

As a follow-up, [54] conducted a study aimed at isolating the 
specific skills and attributes required of journalists seeking 
employment in today’s newsrooms. The authors were interested 

World Academy of Science, Engineering and Technology
International Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences

 Vol:15, No:6, 2021 

591International Scholarly and Scientific Research & Innovation 15(6) 2021 ISNI:0000000091950263

O
pe

n 
Sc

ie
nc

e 
In

de
x,

 H
um

an
iti

es
 a

nd
 S

oc
ia

l S
ci

en
ce

s 
V

ol
:1

5,
 N

o:
6,

 2
02

1 
pu

bl
ic

at
io

ns
.w

as
et

.o
rg

/1
00

12
06

2.
pd

f



 

 

in both the enduring traditional abilities required by accredited 
journalism schools and the emerging areas of expertise 
necessary to succeed in journalism careers [54]. They 
performed a quantitative content analysis of job postings of the 
Top 10 broadcast and Top 10 newspaper companies in the 
country, predicated on a 2015 Pew Research report, which 
ranked companies by revenue. Analyzing the postings by job 
title, the 10 most sought-after positions out of more than 1,800 
postings were reporter (n = 330), producer (n = 134), web writer 
(n = 88), photographer (n = 72), internships/nonpaid positions 
(n = 71), web producer (n = 68), anchor (n = 66), editor (n = 
61), executive producer (n = 43), and assignment editor (n = 40) 
[26], [27]. However, a limitation is that their quantitative study 
had to package various tangible and intangible skills like 
interpersonal skills, presentation skills, and demeanor in order 
to present them in a comprehensible way on the survey. Coding 
for “job type” involved creating broad categories based on the 
job duties described in the postings [53], [54]. “Multiple 
platform” positions, defined as those that reference as many as 
20 cross-platform skills and attributes in a single advertisement, 
was the largest job type in the study, with 48.4% (n = 537) 
postings falling into the category [53], [54]. The problem is that 
such a Frankenstein-esque position would naturally be the 
largest job type, as the phrasing makes it a catchall for some 20 
positions. This answer does not entirely distill the individual 
qualities that hiring editors are looking for, as the majority of 
respondents register on the outside of anything that was asked 
in the survey.  

The existing quantitative research that looks at the 
intersection of the industry with academy shows that the 
profession and the academy are in constant flux.  

The research conducted for this study further explores that 
intersection from a qualitative perspective in order to do a deep 
dig into the answers provided by journalism academic 
administrators. This study takes a snapshot of societal and 
cultural norms in the journalism classroom in 2018-2020 by 
speaking to the very people who are tasked with shaping the 
journalism educational system. By identifying an intersection 
of the information, this study provides information that will be 
beneficial for academic institutions when employing an ever-
changing curriculum that aims to prepare those students 
interested in careers in the legacy newspaper industry [25], [28]. 
The goal is for this study to lead to other research adaptable by 
scholars and implemented at an institutional level regarding the 
process by which educators instruct students and prepare them 
for careers in legacy newspaper journalism, particularly 
because legacy newspapers and the foundations composed of 
their representatives have openly and notoriously called on 
university presidents and journalism school administrators to 
change the journalism curricula to meet industry needs [10], 
[13], [31], [47].  

This study’s goal is to research the qualities that make a 
journalism student attractive as a new-hire to a legacy 
newspaper hiring editor, then highlight journalism school 
curriculum variances in order to determine if what is being 
taught is indeed what hiring editors are looking for. Conversely, 
this research looks at whether there is adequate communication 

between legacy newspaper hiring editors and journalism 
academic administrators so that the two entities can co-evolve 
in order for recent journalism school graduates to have the 
required tools for a newspaper job upon graduation. The data 
unearthed by this qualitative study helps to address these 
concerns. 

III. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study addresses the following research questions: 
 RQ 1:   What are the most important tenets and skills 

that journalism school administrators believe students need 
to learn by the time they graduate journalism school? 

 RQ 2:  By what parallel skills and qualities (grades, 
participation, outside experience [internships/externships]) 
do administrators define a successful academic career?  

 RQ 3:  What distinguishes academic administrators’ 
graduating students from those of other programs to make 
their graduating student attractive to a newspaper hiring 
editor? 

 RQ 4:  What do these parallel skills and qualities say 
about the collective value that journalism school 
administrators place on a journalism degree above any 
other degree that makes a journalism school graduate 
hirable? 

The predominant theory by which this research was 
structured was grounded theory. The research questions were 
intentionally broad so that the interviewee could speak freely 
about the broad topic. Grounded theory involves the discovery 
of theory through singular data collection and analysis [34]. In 
particular, grounded theory’s focus is on inductively 
constructing theory through methodic gathering and analysis of 
data [33], [34].  

Theories attempt to explain not just isolated elements of a 
phenomenon, but rather, all aspects of a phenomenon [5]. 
References [14] and [31] maintained that theory that is 
grounded in data would enable researchers to explore new areas 
that had not previously been covered or explored by existing 
theories.  

The researcher wanted the research to be grounded in data, 
which was collected from journalism academic administrators 
to explore the phenomena. As such, the grounded theory 
approach brings value to our data to answer the questions of this 
study. Since grounded theory is not just a theory but rather a 
methodological approach to justify why researchers rely on data 
to do draw conclusions, it was apropos for this qualitative study. 
Moreover, grounded theory enabled this research to leave the 
door open for other theories and additional research.  

The theoretical lens through which this study was viewed 
was Astin’s theory of student involvement [4]. Astin’s theory 
of student involvement states that a student who is socialized 
with campus goings-on and who involves himself/herself with 
as much academically-oriented work both on and off campus 
will be the more well-rounded student and will receive the 
broadest type of college education [4]. Essentially, the more 
work a student does outside of the classroom, the more his or 
her experiences will help him/her both inside the classroom and 
with intellectual and personal development. 
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IV. METHOD 

This research collects data from groups of journalism 
academic administrators through semi-structured qualitative in-
depth interviewing. A qualitative interview is a flexible and 
powerful data gathering tool for collecting detailed information 
about a person’s thoughts and behaviors, as well as when the 
researcher wants to explore new issues in depth [9]. In 
particular, the in-depth interview relying on semi-structured 
formats provides flexibility with researchers to ask follow-up 
questions predicated on the answers given to the broad research 
questions. Additionally, semi-structured in-depth interviews 
allow the researcher to ask a number of prepared interviewer 
questions so that the interviewer cannot be singularly planned 
and totally scripted in advance but must be prepared to 
improvise in a careful and theorized way [55], [46], [48]. Since 
this study aims at exploring perspective and thoughts of 
journalism academic administrators on what the ideal recent 
college graduate new hire is prepared to do at a legacy 
newspaper, the researcher believes that semi-structured 
interviews enable this study to explore what specific skills and 
criteria various academic administrators think are most 
important. Such a topic has not been investigated thus far.  

Sampling/Participant Recruitment  

For this study, journalism academic administrators who 
shape the curriculum for their respective college or university 
journalism program were chosen. The journalism academic 
administrators we pursued were from the collegefactual.com 
list of the 2019 Best Journalism Colleges in the United States. 
There are many lists of journalism school rankings available to 
a web-searching public, but we chose [56]’s list for two reasons. 
First, it is the first list that comes up in a web search for “Top 
Journalism Programs,” thereby distinguishing this list as having 
the highest SEO (Search Engine Optimization) of all journalism 
school lists. Second, collegefactual.com’s [56] published 
methodology is among the more sophisticated of all of the other 
ranking lists.  

According to [56]: 
There are approximately 13,890 students graduating 

with a degree in Journalism every year. This helps make it 
38th most in-demand from the 384 total college majors we 
have data on. Journalism is ranked 87 out of 121 college 
majors for graduate pay. This means it is around the low 
end for salary potential, but you can improve your chances 
of a high-paying career by finding a superior school and 
pursuing an advanced degree [56]. 
Administrators who were listed as part of the top 70 

journalism schools/programs were contacted for an interview 
by either Skype, FaceTime, or telephone. Of the 70 
administrators contacted, 16 interviews were conducted. All 
listed academic administrators were contacted by email twice, 
the first with the initial query to participate in this research 
study, and the second reminding them that they were contacted 
earlier (usually between 5-to-9 days after first email was sent) 
to see if they were interested in participating. After we made 
two efforts of contacting the academic administrators in waves 
of 20, we moved to the next 20. We stopped after 70 because 

saturation was reached. All participants agreed that we could 
use their names and institutions in the research. 

V. RESULTS 

The results of the four research questions yielded five major 
themes and five minor themes. Below are the key answers to 
the research questions along with significant representative 
quotes from journalism academic administrators. 
 RQ 1:  What are the most important tenets and skills that 

journalism school administrators believe students need to 
learn by the time they graduate journalism school? 

The various journalism school administrators listed a range 
of different skills as most important in the pursuit of a 
journalism degree. Those skills that tracked at the top were ones 
that used the following terms: ethics/values/communications 
law 100% (n = 16); news skills/writing/reporting 100 % (n = 
16); curiosity/analysis/synthesis/critical thinking 81% (n = 13); 
technology/social media/coding/multimedia 75% (n = 12). 

One of the top-ranked journalism programs, according to 
collegefactual.com [56] was the School of Media and Public 
Affairs at George Washington University (ranked #8). At 
George Washington University, journalism is a major within a 
department, but it is not a school unto itself. As such, journalism 
is folded into the liberal arts sequence. Frank Sesno, Director of 
the School of Media and Public Affairs, approached the 
question of needed skills for a journalism student from this 
perspective.  

Students should have the skills that a liberal arts 
education teaches: Analysis, synthesis, critical thinking. 
They should be able to navigate their way through a 
changing media marketplace. Clearly, there are other skills 
that are easily definable. They need to be great 
communicators so they can connect with sources and they 
need to be good information gatherers. And good writers, 
that should be first and foremost. I don’t care what 
medium you’re in, you have to be able to write. –Frank 
Sesno, Director of the School of Media and Public Affairs, 
George Washington University 
Sesno said that critical skills like ethics should be ingrained 

from the start and part of the DNA of every professional, 
responsible journalist. Furthermore, journalism 
entrepreneurship is also an important intangible skill, and 
learning the business side of journalism in particular is part of 
a well-rounded liberal arts education. Additionally, Sesno 
stressed the twin skills of interviewing and listening as canons 
of a George Washington University journalism education. 
Listening and communicating what one hears is a fundamental 
part of being in media and public affairs, he said, yet it has 
become something of a lost art that must be revived. “At a time 
of such polarization in our country, journalism is under attack 
and we’re being defined by identity politics. Listening becomes 
something that reporters should be very thoughtful about.” 
Sesno said that the research skills that are imparted to 
journalism students – and by association, the research skills that 
are held by the faculty of those journalism schools – can not 
only help professionals in the newspaper industry, but in the 
entire media industry. However, those skills are brought to bear 
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in journalism school, and then honed over time. 
At the University of Colorado, Boulder, the School of 

Journalism and Mass Communication was shuttered in 2015 in 
order to pave the way for the College of Media, Communication 
and Information. The University of Colorado, Boulder, 
maintains its ACEJMC accreditation status and its department, 
according to Chair Dr. Elizabeth Skewes, allows for journalism 
students to be exposed to other media platforms before they 
graduate. However, at the core of a CICU education are basic 
journalism fundamentals. 

There’s a lot of push in journalism schools now to make 
sure that upon graduation, the kids are walk-in-the-door 
ready with all kinds of technology skills. Those are 
important, but fundamental reporting skills and curiosity 
are still at the top of the list. Technology is secondary. Too 
many schools think that students need to learn everything 
about technology and I don’t think so. Having multiple 
skills – just one of them – editing and something else so 
you can say: “I do that, too,” that’s enough. I don’t think 
you need to know everything. – Dr. Elizabeth Skewes, 
Chair of the College of Media, Communication and 
Information, University of Colorado, Boulder 
One of the higher-ranked journalism departments, California 

Polytechnic State University (Cal Poly, #19), takes an opposing 
view as it pertains to technology as part of the curriculum. 
Professor Mary Glick is the chair of the journalism department 
in the College of Liberal Arts at Cal Poly. She agreed, along 
with the other 15 journalism academic administrators, that basic 
writing and reporting skills are paramount in a journalism 
education. However, she said that in this day and age, 
technology skills are principal for a journalism student to have, 
both from a scholarly perspective, and from the perspective of 
attracting would-be employers. To that end, Glick said that it is 
not simply enough to know the theoretical concepts of 
technology and their applications, but journalism graduates in 
2020 should know how to implement contemporary 
technological advancements into the craft of writing and 
reporting. 

As far as skills go, I think students need to be able to tell 
stories in whatever way audiences are prepared to receive 
them. Students need to be agile with changing 
technological skills. They need to learn video explainers, 
the kinds of things that digital native sites would employ. 
… Technologies and abilities within those technologies 
depend on what’s coming down the pike. For instance, we 
are looking at drones for storytelling, we’re experiment 
with 3-D or virtual reality storytelling; we’re looking at 
what is being used in society now and how our students 
can move the industry forward. ... We’re trying to 
incorporate technology into various classes we already 
teach in order to stay ahead of the curve. – Professor Mary 
Glick, Journalism Department Chair, California 
Polytechnic State University 

 RQ 2: What is an academic administrator’s definition of a 
successful college career? 

The majority of journalism academic administrators 
interviewed said internships/externships/experiential learning 

(n = 15), or 94% were the most important. Moreover, 81% (n = 
13) added the term “clips” to the definition of a successful 
academic career in journalism, derived by the experiential 
learning criteria. Only one academic administrator replied that 
a student’s GPA was the most important element of his or her 
academic career, and none of the respondents said 
extracurricular activities/campus involvement (explained to 
those who asked for a qualifier as student government, student 
clubs, fraternity/sorority life, athletics, or any additional outside 
interests that were not required for their degree). When asked 
to determine the second place finisher, GPA tracked slightly 
higher with eight respondents.  

Of the 94% of journalism academic administrators who said 
that internships/externships/experiential learning was the 
defining element of a successful journalism career, 73% (n = 11 
out of 15 respondents) said that they would consider 
involvement in the student newspaper to fulfill this criterion.  

Another metric worth noting is that although 94% of 
academic administrators responding said that internships/ 
externships/experiential learning is the most important 
condition of a successful journalism career, only three of the 
programs represented by interviewed academic administrators 
make an internship/externship/experiential learning course 
mandatory for graduation. The rest of the programs encourage 
students to have at least one internship by the time they 
graduate, but they can graduate without one. 

Dean Ann Brill from the William Allen White School of 
Journalism & Mass Communication at the University of Kansas 
said that legacy newspaper hiring editors frequently inquire 
about KU students that have clips and experience. The 
University of Kansas William Allen White School of 
Journalism & Mass Communication is one of the few programs 
represented in the study that requires an internship to graduate, 
and they are similarly one of the few programs that offer a 
course for writing and editing for the student newspaper, The 
University Daily Kansan, for credit. Dean Brill said that 
experience and clips are necessary for students to not only 
operate effectively in their first newspaper job out of college, 
but the clips one generates while working a beat are invaluable, 
so much so that even though the student newspaper offers one 
such option to achieve academic credit, most KU journalism 
students voluntarily pursue at least one additional internship. 

Newspaper hiring editors are coming here looking for 
students with as much experience as possible. Most of our 
students have two internships by the time they graduate. 
Newspaper editors don’t have a whole lot of time to 
gradually teach students how to do their job. Newsrooms 
aren’t that big anymore. The main questions editors are 
asking of new hires are: Where have you worked, and what 
can you do? Can you cover a story? … It’s not a 
requirement [at KU] to do two internships. We post 500 
jobs and internships, and not just in news media. We also 
benefit from our proximity to major local papers in Topeka 
or Kansas City. – Dean Ann Brill, William Allen White 
School of Journalism & Mass Communication, University 
of Kansas 
In Athens, Georgia, Dean Charles N. Davis from the 
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University of Georgia’s Grady College of Journalism & Mass 
Communication addressed the question of prioritizing grades, 
internships/externships/experiential learning, and 
extracurricular activities by recognizing that a high GPA does 
not necessarily define a successful journalism education. He 
pointed to the fact that the Grady College of Journalism & Mass 
Communication has long had a reputation for producing 
students that are walk-in ready for their first newspaper and 
broadcast jobs out of college, though he said that it is only 
within the last five to seven years that Grady changed the 
curriculum so that graduates are walk-in ready for positions 
across a wide array of media disciplines. He attributed a change 
in curriculum and the knocking down of silos so that Grady 
graduates are comfortable working in “Journalism with a 
capital J,” meaning any field of journalism and not a specialized 
track like news/editorial, broadcast, public relations, or 
advertising. It all starts with experiential learning, he said, and 
the intangible quality of adaptability that internships and 
externships foster. However, Dean Davis recognized that 
internships and externships are but a component of a successful 
journalism education. He said Grady’s curriculum harnesses the 
skills and competencies one gains from an internship/externship 
and incorporates them in the classroom.  

The most important skill a student can learn in 
journalism school is the ability to adapt well enough to be 
able to say “yes” to whatever they are asked to do. That 
means print, broadcast, and digital. We’re trying to train 
digital athletes. Digital Swiss Army Knives. We’re 
training students to have enough chops in enough areas to 
be comfortable saying “yes.” In order for that to be the 
case, the curriculum has to be experiential at its heart. We 
worked really hard on all of our reporting, editing, and 
video production courses to make sure that everything is 
hands-on. … I’d put grades way down on the list [of a 
successful academic journalism experience]. It’s the 
experiences and the hands-on experiential learning that is 
not just important, but critical in journalism education. 
That way, the academic enterprise begins to look a lot like 
the out-of-classroom enterprise. You can get a lot of 
hands-on experience in our classrooms. – Dean Charles N. 
Davis, Grady College of Journalism & Mass 
Communication, University of Georgia. 
Worth noting is that the Grady College at Georgia was one 

of the first to scuttle the decades-old journalism education silo 
model, which was when a student declared a concentration once 
admitted to the school: news/editorial, broadcast (radio or TV) 
[45], [49], and in schools that had them, advertising or strategic 
communications. According to Dean Davis, Georgia’s response 
to the Internet-disrupted media landscape was to do away with 
concentrations, or “silos” and requires that students take 
courses across multiple media platforms. Many other 
journalism programs at correspondingly large R1 universities 
followed Georgia’s lead. 
 RQ 3: What are some distinguishing characteristics of your 

journalism school/program?  
The 16 academic administrators interviewed pointed to 

varying characteristics that distinguish their programs from 

other journalism schools and departments. There were few 
detectable patterns among the schools. Descriptors used to 
define a university’s program or a department’s distinguishing 
impact on a journalism student were “experience” (n = 12), 
“opportunities” (n = 10), “learning” or “learning laboratory” (n 
= 7), “empowering” (n = 4), “real” (n = 3), and two 
administrators said their journalism programs are most well-
known for “data journalism” and “coding” (n = 2), and one 
administrator said “winning” (n = 1). (Administrators were 
allowed to list as many descriptors as they wanted.) 

In the Midwest, a program that boasts a 100% hiring rate of 
journalism students within six months of graduation since 2012 
(with the lone exception being 2013, when there was a 99% 
hiring rate) is the School of Journalism and Mass 
Communication at Drake University in Des Moines, Iowa. That 
number bucks the national average of students who are hired 
directly out of college to do jobs that require a bachelor degree, 
which averages only 53% 9560. Moreover, Dean Kathleen 
Richardson said she can sit in her office with a prospective 
student and his or her parents and guarantee that student an 
internship while enrolled at Drake. That, she said, is as much a 
trademark of the Drake University School of Journalism and 
Mass Communication degree as is Drake’s commitment to 
social media and technology reporting classes. 

There are a lot of media in Des Moines so 100 percent 
of our students get internships, and in that way, we get 
feedback on how they’re progressing with their education. 
Literally all of them get internships. We have more 
internships than we have students. We have a very close 
relationship with Meredith Corporation, the big magazine 
company here, and the students have an opportunity to be 
over there for 20 hours a week. I think that is the most 
extensive relationship where we have intense feedback. … 
I feel we’re a couple of steps ahead of what the industry is 
doing. Five years ago, when we redid our curriculum, 
instead of having the students in their silos, we got them 
all together and they all now work on multimedia websites 
and work on stories around the Midwest so a story will 
have a videographer and a photographer and a writer. 
That’s not unusual in the industry, but it is in academia. In 
some respect, we’re doing things that the average 
community newspaper doesn’t have the time or the 
resources to do. That, in turn, makes us unique. – Dean 
Kathleen Richardson, School of Journalism and Mass 
Communication, Drake University 
Another unique feature of Drake’s program is that students 

are prepared to do any entry level job in journalism by the time 
they graduate, and they are taught to think critically about the 
jobs that do not exist yet. “Here’s my little elevator pitch for 
students interested in journalism: The job that they will get 
when they graduate probably doesn’t exist now,” Richardson 
said. “I hear that the newspaper industry is kind of in survivalist 
mode. Parents want my reassurance that I’m giving their child 
the skills necessary to be successful in life and in journalism.” 

Another program that identifies itself with data journalism 
and coding is the College of Media at the University of Illinois. 
Professor Brant Houston serves as the chair in investigative and 
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enterprise reporting at University of Illinois and said that there 
has never been a higher demand for students with computer 
assisted reporting and data skills as there is right now. Houston, 
who spearheaded Investigative Reporters and Editors (IRE) for 
over a decade, said that he often receives calls from newsrooms 
looking for people with those skills. He said that although the 
first request of hiring editors recruiting recent graduates is for 
sound writing and reporting skills, the second most asked 
question is: What data skills do they have [22], [36]? That 
question is followed by a series of other questions: Can they 
move around the web? Can they design webpages? Do they 
know social media? Can they code? Houston said that he has 
advice for academic administrators that he believes will help 
them make journalism students marketable upon graduation, 
like some of the students from the University of Illinois [51]. 
“If you want to produce a sound student to get into journalism 
at a higher level quickly, they need to know not only how to do 
stories, but how to do distribution; they have to have basic data 
analysis skills and understand a bit of coding – enough to do 
things like web scraping and cleaning of data. They can 
specialize in more but they should understand the basics of data 
visualization.”  
 RQ 4: Why is a journalism degree valuable for a recent 

college graduate? 
All academic administrators (n = 16) said that journalism 

does still have a place in college and university education. The 
various terms and expressions they used to qualify why 
journalism was still a viable major or concentration were 
“truth” or “honesty” or “integrity” or “free press” at 100%; 
“communication” or “communication skills” or “writing skills” 
or “verbal skills” at 88% (n = 14).  

Two administrators provided answers that were decidedly 
different than those of the other administrators but worth 
noting. One administrator from a school with a journalism 
concentration within a larger department said he believes 
journalism skills are valuable but does not believe actual 
journalism schools are necessary. Another administrator said 
that a journalism degree is relevant because the critical thinking 
it teaches is a way of training students how to be self-employed 
and not beholden to a corporation for a career. 

Dr. Debora Wenger is an assistant dean in the School of 
Journalism and New Media at the University of Mississippi. 
Her research specialization is journalism in the digital world 
and media management. She said in addition to writing and 
communication skills, transformational skills a student learns in 
journalism school make the degree a practical one for when they 
enter the profession. 

Students self-select. So to answer this question, I’ll say 
that I think based on foundational and transformational 
skills, foundational skills are still valued in the profession 
and we believe that they’re critical. They are a major part 
of the experience. Writing nearly always bubbles up to the 
top of the list whether you’re talking to editors or 
educators. What frustrates me is that writing is way more 
diverse and nuanced than ever before. When you say 
“writing,” people know what they’re thinking of writing to 
mean: writing for print or writing for online or writing for 

broadcast, but they may not all be defining it in the same 
way. ... Here at the University of Mississippi, we require 
our students to learn how to take photographs and to 
produce video, so those transformational skills are 
important and data skills are emerging as valuable. We’re 
seeing in job postings in legacy newspaper companies that 
they’re looking for those transformational skills on top of 
the writing, reporting, and research skills … all of which 
make a journalism degree have value. – Assistant Dean Dr. 
Debora Wenger, School of Journalism and New Media, 
University of Mississippi 
At Texas Christian University’s Bob Schieffer College of 

Communication, Journalism Chair Dr. Uche Onyebadi said he 
understands why journalism schools’ and journalism degrees’ 
practicability have been questioned in recent years. TCU’s 
Schieffer College of Communication adapted in kind, and Dr. 
Onyebadi introduced a new curriculum in 2017 that 
incorporates a capstone called the Signature Learning Activity 
[35]. This activity, he said, adds value to a journalism degree 
because it allows students to have interaction with alumni peers 
and undergo a peer review while still enrolled, which in turn 
leads to internships and jobs. In that regard, he said, a 
journalism degree offers practical experience but also leads to 
valuable industry connections [44], [50].  

“With this degree, you don’t have to be a prisoner to a job 
and you don’t have to send out 500 applications when you 
graduate,” said Journalism Chair Dr. Uche Onyebadi from the 
Bob Schieffer College of Communication at Texas Christian 
University. 
 Other interview findings: lack of academy/industry 

communication 
Academic administrators believe that there is a lack of 

communication between them and legacy newspaper hiring 
editors in regards to the academy extending or adapting 
curriculum around industry wants and needs. Of the 16 
academic administrators in journalism schools and programs 
interviewed for this research, 94% (n = 15) said there is a 
disconnect, either real or perceived. 50% of administrators (n = 
8) said that the conversations they have with legacy newspaper 
hiring editors are centered around particular recruits or general 
questions about the aptitudes of students who are about to 
graduate. 50% of the academic administrators (n = 8) made 
comments to the effect that legacy newspaper hiring editors do 
not believe the academy can help them with their readership and 
circulation numbers. All administrators interviewed (n = 16) 
said that the newspaper industry is in “trouble” or is 
“struggling” or is “dying”, despite some newspapers showing 
circulation gains and increased readership. One dean made a 
singular point that even though journalism schools on the micro 
level and universities on the macro level are inclined to be the 
perfect environment for legacy newspaper hiring editors to run 
experiments on what they can do to attract readers in the 
coveted 18-to-34-year-old demographic, the fact that they do 
not is a missed opportunity [30], [44]. One administrator said 
that the academy is too slow to change and adapt, which is why 
legacy newspaper hiring editors, forced to change on the fly 
since the internet revolution, do not have time to wait for the 
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academy to research and publish findings or initiatives [43], 
[52].  

There are a couple of things that academia brings to a 
dialogue with newspaper editors: 1) The audience we’re 
working with is the audience these media companies need 
to be able to reach in order to increase their circulation; 2) 
We’re already set up to test things. We can run 
experiments to realize what works and why it works. That 
ongoing dialogue is necessary but for whatever reason, it 
is challenging. I don’t think the relationship will be fixed 
in a couple meeting before a conference or by getting a 
small group of big wigs and academics together for a 
dinner in New York. It has to be more systematic than that 
so we can find academic professional partnerships. – Dean 
Scott Titsworth, E. W. Scripps School of Journalism, Ohio 
University 

VI. DISCUSSION 

This semi-structured qualitative interviewing format yielded 
some patterns that explain what academic administrators view 
as the benchmarks of a quality journalism education [32].  

Administrators from the various colleges and universities 
who participated in this research indicated that the following 
terms were of the highest priority for a journalism student to 
learn: ethics/values/communications law 100% (n = 16); news 
skills/writing/reporting 100% (n = 16); curiosity/analysis/ 
synthesis/critical thinking 81% (n = 13); technology/social 
media/coding/multimedia 75% (n = 12). The majority of 
journalism academic administrators interviewed said 
internships/externships/experiential learning (n = 15), or 94% 
were the most important element of a journalism education as 
it pertains to attracting employment opportunities upon 
graduation. Of those 15 academic administrators, 73% said that 
they would consider involvement in the student newspaper to 
fulfill the internship and clip criteria. In addition, 81% (n = 13) 
used the term “clips” to describe a successful academic career 
in journalism. One academic administrator replied that a 
student’s GPA was the most important element of his or her 
academic career, and none of the respondents said 
extracurricular activities/campus involvement.  

Descriptors used by academic administrators to define a 
university’s program or a department’s distinguishing impact 
on a journalism student were “experience” (n = 12), 
“opportunities” (n = 10), “learning” or “learning laboratory” (n 
= 7), “empowering” (n = 4), “real” (n = 3), and two 
administrators said their journalism programs are renowned for 
“data journalism” and “coding” (n = 2). One administrator said 
“winning” was the distinguishing impact on recent graduates (n 
= 1).  

The various terms and expressions academic administrators 
used to qualify why journalism was still a viable major or 
concentration were “truth” or “honesty” or “integrity” or “free 
press” at 100%; “communication” or “communication skills” or 
“writing skills” or “verbal skills” at 88% (n = 14).  

94% (n = 15) of academic administrators said there is a 
disconnect, either real or perceived, between the academy and 
the newspaper industry. 50% of administrators (n = 8) said that 

the conversations they have with legacy newspaper hiring 
editors are centered around particular recruits or general 
questions about the students’ aptitudes who are about totable 
graduate. 50% of the academic administrators (n = 8) made 
comments to the effect that legacy newspaper hiring editors do 
not believe the academy can help them with their readership, 
business model and/or circulation numbers. All administrators 
interviewed (n = 16) said that the newspaper industry is in 
“trouble” or is “struggling” or is “dying”. 

VII. LIMITATIONS 

Although saturation was met in these in-depth qualitative 
interviews, and recognizing that the data set is small relative to 
the number of journalism schools in the United States, the 
researcher endeavored to provide thick description. Thick 
descriptions are deep, dense, and detailed accounts that produce 
the feeling for readers that they have experienced the events 
being described [20], [52], [42]. Therefore, considering the 
broad audience for this research consists of journalism 
practitioners and journalism educators, through thick 
description, credibility has been established through a narrative 
account of the situation facing academic administrators. 

Finally, a distinct group mentioned throughout this study, but 
a group that was not studied, is the collective group of recent 
journalism school graduates. This is an obvious group for future 
research, as both quantitative and qualitative research can help 
triangulate whether the strategies and synergies of legacy 
newspaper hiring editors and academic administrators are 
affecting this new group of future career newspaper journalists. 

VIII. CONCLUSION 

Among the various findings of this research, a principal 
outcome was uncovered. Regardless of which skills academic 
administrators believe are most important, all of the results 
point to overriding (and now empirical) data that suggest that 
there is a communication disconnect on the part of legacy 
newspaper hiring editors and journalism academic 
administrators. Responses from academic administrators say 
that newspaper editors have failed to reach out. It is time for a 
longitudinal and sustainable dialogue, certainly among the 
journalism programs that track the best in the eyes of newspaper 
practitioners, and also for journalism programs and their city’s 
local and regional publications. Journalism schools are seeing 
increased enrollment. Taken together, for the newspapers and 
journalism schools that partner together, there is tremendous 
potential to become go-to sources of news and information for 
readers, while allowing students to learn in a working 
laboratory.  

This research contributes to the advancement of science 
because it monitors the rate of change and the speed in which it 
is occurring for the academy [21], [23]. This research also 
pinpoints actual skills that the newspaper industry can expect 
from recent journalism school graduates at this particular 
moment in time. Principally, this research broadcasts the 
disconnect between legacy newspaper hiring editors and 
journalism academic administrators for the first time, thereby 
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transforming the perception into reality. 
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