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Influencing Journalism Education: Striking the Balance Between Experience and Scholarship 

We are all products of our environments, eras, and experiences. Although we’d often 

rather think we are free-thinkers who are beyond such instinctive response mechanisms, we’re 

not. It is possible, as individuals and educators, to transcend the limitations of what we have 

known and seen, but in all honesty, it is a challenge, and many times, just when we think we 

have crafted a perspective or opinion of our own volition, it ends up being recycled material 

from that which we have already encountered. 

It is realistic to be weighed down and bothered by such a paradigm. To think that the 

social, political, economic, and cultural forces of our lives define us seems limiting – particularly 

to the rugged individualism of the American persona. However, it is not as bad as all that. In fact, 

these influences ultimately give us a foundation to stand upon as we develop and explore what 

else is possible. The key to it all is authentic reflection in order to separate what we’ve been told 

from what we choose to believe and act upon, and luckily, education is the perfect plan to 

encounter this. Although it is also true that the current model of education leaves little room for 

reflective internal discussion and debate, it can still happen – and must. To acknowledge the 

external factors of what make us who we are – at this moment in time – is vital to any sort of 

improvement or achievement. 

For me, this practice has been aided by pursuing my doctoral degree. Indeed, as a 

professional journalist for a decade and then a public school educator for another 10 years (not to 

mention starting a family, etc.), there simply wasn’t time to think. My coursework now, 

however, has provided a pivot point for me to truly consider my views on education – 

particularly journalism education, which is my field – and how those perspectives were crafted. 

There are many other avenues that I could travel regarding the social and political influences in 
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my individual life, yet as I apply for assistant professorships in journalism and push forward in 

this vein, I want to take this opportunity to examine more closely what I believe to be the two 

major prongs of thought that have influenced my journalism education ideas and practices – 

constructivist, experiential learning and a traditional humanist pedagogy. These two factors seem 

opposed in some ways, no doubt, but their delicate balance in my mind – as a student and 

academic who has absorbed both through a variety of experiences – is what has crafted my 

learning and teaching experiences. This dual nature is not a new idea, but it is a contentious one 

within journalism education. The 2016 World Journalism Education Congress in New Zealand 

took this exact issue to task. In an editorial written for Journalism & Mass Communication 

Educator following the gathering, Verica Rupar (2016) notes: “Its overall theme of integrity and 

the identity of j-schools worldwide generated rigorous discussion about the issues relevant for 

the future of journalism education, from the ever-lasting question about what journalism schools 

should teach and where the education should be placed within the university environment to how 

it relates and should relate to the news industry and the community it serves.” Although I 

welcome this debate and discussion, I also think the answer may be right under our noses – yes 

to it all. Like most everything in education, and in our human experience, combinations of the 

best aspects are more hardy and valuable that a monolithic notion. Therefore, I argue that my 

odd, disparate perspective on journalism education – as both an interdisciplinary, traditionally 

liberal-arts conception can be perfectly interwoven with a progressive, experiential approach. 

Journalism education will be all the better for its identity crisis brought on by hundreds of years 

of educational debate and theory and melded into a cohesive whole through its struggle.  

Experiential and Constructivist Notions in Journalism Pedagogy 
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Most teachers of my generation have a bit of progressive John Dewey in them. Although 

the crest of Dewey’s wave broke decades ago, it certainly has remained a key talking point in 

education – at least in theory. In part, this could be because of the moral high ground that 

experiential learners claim: “Dewey certainly believes that in education lay the key to social 

progress” (Kliebard, 2004). These hands-on “learning by doing” concepts are especially 

attractive in journalism education, and ever since my days on my high school newspaper, 

learning has been something you actively engage in and construct for yourself, not passively 

receive (Kliebard, 2004). There are actually quite a few demonstrated parallels between Dewey 

(and his prodigy) and the craft of journalism. In Dewey’s 1958 book Experience and Nature, he 

argued “experience as a great liberating force for people. He lauded experience as a form of 

learning that gives people room and movement, Dewey wrote: It (experience) implies a new 

worth and sense of dignity human individuality, a sense that an individual is not merely a 

property of nature, set in place according to a scheme independent of him ... but he adds 

something, that he makes a contribution” (Brandon, 2002). This theoretical underpinning might 

have been uttered by my high school newspaper adviser, Michael Gordy, or my introduction to 

reporting professor and Pulitzer-Prize winner Walt Harrington. We do journalism – and therefore 

journalism education – because every human has worth, and their stories are worth telling in 

order to do something greater than ourselves in this world.  

However, once they’ve communicated this essential truth, a journalism student must 

experience it and construct it for him or herself. It will only be a fact on a page until then. So, 

journalism education at its core sends young people out into the world to listen, talk, and 

communicate – to be a voice for others.  This basic foundation in journalism is ubiquitous for 

any journalism educator – and for me as I taught high school journalism for 10 years and now 
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Writing for News Media at Eastern Illinois University. Pulling from the likes of Dewey, Kolb, 

and Lewin, “These models of learning form key elements of experiential learning: People face 

problems, develop theories for their solution, test those theories in practice, and evaluate the 

outcome” (Brandon, 2002). Because of my training under professional journalists, this is the way 

I have, too, approached journalism education – as something so be done, experienced, 

constructed by the learner, and put into the crucible of real life to determine its value. 

This translates to the classroom setting with difficulty. The journalism instructor, within 

this framework, feels at best auxiliary, and at worst, rather useless. It is the students who are 

driving the instruction. This has revealed the great weakness of Dewey’s framework as it 

translates to j-schools: a thorough lack of pedagogical understanding. Journalism instructors 

don’t see a need to learn about learning because they learned by doing. However, journalism 

instructors are instructors and are typically expected to behave as such:  

… as the most knowledgeable and skilled individual in the typical classroom, the 

teacher must ascertain students' depth of knowledge, design effective learning 

experiences for a given group of students, assist them as they learn and practice 

new knowledge and skills, evaluate their learning, and provide students with 

specific feedback that they can use to improve their abilities and deepen their 

understandings. Constructivist pedagogy doesn't relieve the teacher of the 

responsibility to teach; it expands the definition of teaching. Teaching is not about 

delivering content. It is the act of designing experiences that encourage and 

enable learning. (Lattuca, 2006) 

So where is the journalist supposed to gain the skills for this complex expectation? This is where 

the other half of my dualistic nature asserts itself. Journalism education cannot just be about 
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experiencing whatever the learner feels drawn to and constructing meaning only for him or 

herself. If so, I’d still be writing puffy features about local officials without the ability to insert 

context, statistics, the scope of history, or multiculturalism – nor would most of my students. 

This process, in its early stages, must be mediated, and the answer to this has come in the form of 

a well-rounded, liberal arts degree completed in conjunction with journalistic experiential 

practices. 

Journalism Education Benefitting from Traditionalism 

If this notion sounds like it is going back 100 years or so, it is. The original foundations 

of education that are still adhered tightly to by “ancient” public school teachers, however, is not 

only for the purpose of mocking in modern entertainment. These traditionalist ideals were meant 

to expose learners to the most important aspects of learning, the “‘windows of the soul,’ as he 

liked to call them – grammar, literature and art, mathematics, geography, and history—would 

remain the means by which the culture of the race would be transmitted to the vast majority of 

Americans” (Kliebard, 2004). Now, we see this as stuffy, limited, and possibly highly 

discriminatory, but with an infusion of humanist views, part of a traditional framework becomes 

to look back as much as look forward. Humanists see themselves as “the guardians of an ancient 

tradition tied to the power of reason and the finest elements of the Western cultural heritage. … 

To them fell the task of reinterpreting, and thereby preserving as best as they could, their revered 

traditions and values in the face of rapid social change …” (Kliebard, 2004). Of course, 

personally, I don’t see the Western cultural heritage as above any other, but as a journalist would 

operate within the context of his reporting, it is imperative to understand the broad swath of 

history and culture when writing about the events of the day. 
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Indeed, there is a lot of baggage that comes with traditionalist and humanist ideology in 

education, and earlier in my career, I fought against it as well. However, when I encounter young 

journalists who understand little about the larger context of their world, I despair. It is not 

because I think they should have each major era’s events memorized and indexed on their minds; 

it is because they need to situate what they learn in the larger picture. The experiential 

pragmatists say academic pursuits of “higher culture” are a waste of time for young journalists. 

And, a very common argument in universities today is “whether the liberal arts and sciences 

were needed, and if they were, what kind of balance there should be between journalism and the 

liberal arts classes, and whether Ph.D.s should replace professional people” (Brandon, 2002). 

Still others are taking a different tact, as reflected in several PhD programs here in Illinois, that 

journalism itself (renamed media studies or mass communication studies) has become an area of 

scholarship only. With this more recent change, the debate began again: “Other journalism 

academics argued that if journalism was to thrive in the academy, it should involve both 

journalism practice as well as scholarly research and the study of journalism and that these 

distinct practices should be related to each other” (Bacon, 2012). All of this is evidence of a dual 

nature – is journalism a vocation or an academic pursuit? Depending on how that question is 

answered changes just about everything in the world of journalism education. 

Reform through Combining Tradition and Experience 

 At the risk of sounding flippantly simplistic, I have found through my own experiences as 

a professional journalist and journalism educator that combining experiential and traditional 

approaches may be the best path forward. Perhaps that conclusion is because of the social and 

political forces exerted upon me – from a liberal-arts education at the University of Illinois 

Urbana-Champaign and Eastern Illinois University to meaning that I constructed myself in 
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newsrooms all over the state of Illinois. I have talked to journalists and journalism educators 

from both camps and have heard their logical, well-reasoned arguments. Yes, perhaps that is why 

I am confident that students would benefit from both a traditional survey of ideas and a 

pragmatic, constructed experience with those ideas. How can students report about new tax 

structures without an understanding of economics and mathematics? How can students write 

about candidates’ disparate views without a background in political science and philosophy?  

How can students review theatre productions without knowledge of art, literature, and music? 

The result of divorcing these components is either shallow reporting or unskilled execution. 

According to journalism academics, “there are slow but definite signs that the enterprise 

is being taken more seriously throughout the nation’s journalism and mass communication 

schools and colleges. Whether it ever gains the academic respectability and resources of other 

enterprises remains to be seen …” (Murray & Ferri, 1992). Much like education overall, best 

practice is not always pervasive in the system, even when it is actually best. “We can produce 

many examples of how educational practice could look different, but we can produce few, if any, 

examples of large numbers of teachers engaging in these practices in large-scale institutions 

designed to deliver education to most children” (Elmore, 2004). The path to reform is fraught 

with barriers and sidetracks, whether in journalism education or any other large system.  

Yet, the hope in journalism – as in all education – is in the trenches. When j-school 

educators look to create well-rounded, whole beings with a grasp of the world around them in the 

humanist, traditionalist tradition, they will have educated communication from the media. When 

those same students are then sent out to engage in the craft repeatedly and in sometimes very 

challenging, authentic circumstances, the constructivist, experiential nature of teaching and 

learning creates competence. I know this from my life on both sides of the debate, and I know 
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many journalism educators that are looking to – through practices like these – build a better 

world. According to Tyack and Hansot in 1982, “Progressive teachers and school-builders, for 

example, saw themselves as participants in the broad movement for social reform and were 

willing to evaluate their own work in terms of its consistency with the goals of that reform” 

(Elmore, 2004). It is possible to marry these ideas in a way that would benefit both students and 

the craft, and many educators want to do just that.  

In truth, one of the reasons that this debate has raged on is because there has not been 

much academic research into approaches to learning in journalism. One set of researchers in 

Sheffield, England, took this gap to heart and produced qualitative research into what journalism 

education could be from the standpoint of both approaches. However, they still saw room for 

understanding and growth. “As both an academic and practice-based subject, journalism learning 

and teaching offers fertile ground for those wishing to develop their approaches to teaching 

within a reflective research-based context. For example, debates about convergence continue to 

resonate within journalism education, yet we have only touched on the issue. Research critically 

exploring different approaches to learning and teaching convergence, and the range of issues 

related to this topic, would of course be useful given the expansion of convergent journalism 

within the industry. Another fertile area of research would be in exploring the relationship 

between academic content and the practical components provided on journalism undergraduate 

degrees” (Steel, et al., 2007). These indeed are all areas that require more thought – through both 

traditionalist and experiential lenses. Perhaps Kliebard said it best, when he noted both the power 

and complications in combining theories in education: “In the end, what became of the American 

curriculum was not the result of any decisive victory by any of the contending parties, but a 

loose, largely unarticulated, and not very tidy compromise” (Kliebard, 2004). Perhaps a “tidy 
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compromise” is a possibility in the narrow field of journalism education, where beginning 

reporters can both understand the larger issues of our world and report on them with skill. That 

combination is within my heart, and I think it would serve both the academic and practice of my 

craft well.  
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