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Journalism Education and Practice 

Thinking About New Directions 
Antonio Castillo, Senior Lecturer and Journalist, School of Communication Arts, University of Western 
Sydney, Australia 

Abstract 
Using a journalistic turn of phrase, there are two angles to this paper. The first angle is about the academic and 
pedagogical approach to the understanding and practice of journalism. The second angle is about the 
journalism profession and its new directions in the context of the complexities of the early years of the new 
century. These are two angles to one central story: what kind of journalists we aspire to train at an academic 
level. 
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Introduction 
Using a journalistic turn of phrase, there are two 
angles to this paper. The first angle is about the 
academic and pedagogical approach to the 
understanding and practice of journalism. The 
second angle is about the journalism profession and 
its new directions in the context of the complexities 
of the early years of the new century. These are two 
angles to one central story: what kind of journalists 
we aspire to train at an academic level. The 
increasing number of students enrolling in 
journalism courses at universities and their ability to 
attract some of the brightest student are expressions 
of the popularity of this area.  

The certainty about the popularity of journalism 
among students is however not corresponding to the 
hesitation and even insecurity about the best way to 
approach journalism in academia. This academic 
hesitation is also perceived in terms of journalism as 
a professional practice. The questions therefore are 
what kind of journalism education and what kind of 
journalism should be taught at university level. 
Should academic institutions merely replicate 
mainstream journalism and should journalism 
academics follow the directresses of what the media 
industry is telling them? Or rather should academics 
show the industry different ways to do journalism?  
At the end of the day, academia is probably one of 
the last places where experimentation with new 
approaches and thinking is still possible 

Beyond the “How to” 
Apart from a few exceptions, most university 
journalism courses are designed upon vocational 
principles. The great majority of them tend to give 
little emphasis, and even relevance to areas of study 
and academic endeavor that are not considered 
useful to vocational training. Areas of study that 
should be considered the core and the foundation of 

journalism education, such as history, sociology, 
philosophy, semiotic and others, are conspicuously 
absent from the curriculum. Parallel to this and 
consistent with this approach, bibliographic material 
and other reference texts used by journalism students 
are dominated by “how to” texts and manuals of 
“handy tips”. They tend to cover some of the basics 
principles of journalism such as newsgathering, 
interviews and news writing.  On the other hand, this 
approach to journalism education tends to point 
towards one single and rather narrow objective, 
which is the formation of new reporters ready to be 
employed by - ideally - mainstream media 
organizations.  

This academic approach and the final outcomes are 
not only narrow in terms of intellectual commitment 
but also narrow in terms of what journalism 
education should aim to achieve. The way that 
journalism education has been approached does not 
provide a substantial understanding of what the news 
production process involves and the underlying, 
ethical, social and political aspects of this 
profession. The fair, balanced and accurate coverage 
of local or international news events requires a more 
sophisticated approach than the simplicity of the 
mechanical training students tend to receive.  

The “how to” journalism education approach has 
indeed been a major factor in the unresolved gap 
between theory and practice and the integration of 
this into one body of teaching and thinking. For the 
sake of fairness, in the last few years there have been 
attempts to develop and integrate into journalism 
teaching a body of theory and reflexive practice. 
Journalists who have either undertaken or have 
completed higher education degrees, especially 
doctoral thesis, have done this.  They have attempted 
to bring theory and practice into their teaching 
experience (Tapsall and Varley 2000, Sheridan-
Burns 2002).  

However these efforts are under constant challenge 
from different quarters. For example in the context 
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of current reforms to universities in Australia and 
the funding cut to their programs, many courses 
haven been forced to reduce the number or subjects 
available to students. In the case of courses with an 
emphasis on vocational training, the trend has been 
to delete subjects with strong theoretical 
components.  

There is also the “industry” pressure to produce 
hands-on ready to employ journalism graduates. 
This is an important issue not only significant to 
journalism, but to other vocational course taught at 
universities, such as advertising and public relations. 
Since the main criteria frequently used to measure 
these communication programs are measured by the 
number of graduates who are able to find jobs in the 
media industry, the fear is that the industry is 
dictating the shape of the curriculum of these 
courses. In addition, this has been exacerbated by 
the trend to seek “professional accreditation” that 
pushes the curriculum toward vocational and 
mechanical training to the detriment of areas of 
study that encourage the analysis of abstract ideas 
and academic critique.  This is consistent with 
Hackett and Gruneau (2000: 67-9) who observes: “ 
media owners and managers do not generally 
welcome critical perspectives on media practices, 
particularly those that might impact negatively on 
the bottom line.”  

In this context, a substantial section of the 
journalism academic community has been forced to 
replicate uncritically the practice and the ethos of the 
industry with the objective, for example, to keep 
professional internships and the valuable industry 
contact undamaged. In doing so, journalism as an 
academic discipline is losing its tremendous 
potential as a model of integration of theory and 
practice. In addition, it is losing the academic 
challenge to reengage journalism with its traditional 
humanistic and libertarian tradition. 

Rethinking New Directions 
Canadian academic and journalist, Stuart Adam 
(1988) has written about the academic legitimacy of 
journalism and has described it as a “branch of 
humanities and social sciences.” In his view 
journalism should be seen as an academic endeavor 
and it deserves to be treated as a valid and legitimate 
area of study such as the law and the pedagogy. The 
notion of journalism as key component of 
humanities is also emphasized by Burgh (2003) who 
regards journalism as a discipline well positioned to 
be taught as a component of humanities. This means 
that journalism must be taught emphasizing insight 
and understanding rather than pure mechanical 
training. 

What Adam and Burgh have done is to shed light 
about the new directions that journalism education 
should explore. Journalism is not a mere technique 
based on the discredited inverted pyramid. We say 

yes to vocational training and motor skills but built 
on an intellectual basis.  Journalism is an exciting 
intellectual journey well suited not only to the 
academic life but also to a society that is requiring 
from journalism more explanation and analysis 
instead of mere facts. Burgh writes about of 
journalists being able to be intellectually confident. 
Adam and Burgh remind us that journalism deals 
with people, with their dramas, conflicts and 
aspirations. Having this in mind, journalists and 
aspiring journalists should be intellectually confident 
to become agents of social advance. However it is 
not only about intellectual confidence, it is also 
about the need to explore new narratives in 
journalism. Fisher (1987) writes about what he calls 
“narrative theory” where “the story structures play a 
crucial social function; they enable us to take the 
complexity of life and condense it in a way that 
renders it meaningful.” 

Intellectually able journalism and new narratives 
require journalism academics and journalism 
practitioners to explore old or rethink new 
journalism paradigms. The new directions may even 
involve exploring subversive ways of doing and 
“understanding” journalism. We speak of subversive 
journalism insofar as this implies becoming 
academically independent of the mainstream and 
commercially orientated  media industry has been 
dictating to academics.  Subversive because it 
questions some of the basic tenets of traditional 
journalism, including the principle of the inverted 
pyramid with its “30 one-sentence word lead” and 
the “30 seconds grab.” Subversive because it 
questions and challenges the profound social 
detachment experienced by contemporary 
journalism with the communities it is meant to serve. 
It is subversive insofar as it questions the validity of 
objectivity, the central tenets of western journalism.  
The notion of objectivity in contemporary 
journalism has become more than anything else a 
respectful way to describe social disengagement and 
neutrality. Definitely, these ideas are a far cry from 
the libertarian and humanistic roots of journalism.  

This kind of journalism and its academic version 
are not good enough to explain the complexities and 
the conflicts that have characterized the early years 
of the current century. Neutrality in journalism is not 
possible and this has to be spelt out in the journalism 
curriculum and also in the busy newsrooms. The 
new directions, both in academia and industry, 
should turn journalists and journalisms students into 
citizens with a far greater commitment with the 
notions of truth, democracy and social inclusion. 
This is especially urgent in the context of an 
international order where truth has been replaced by 
the spin; social inclusion has been substituted by 
social exclusion and democracy has become an 
American brand imposed by force and socialized 
through the golden arches of fast food and tin cans. 
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Some of the new directions may take old turns that 
were not completely explored. For example Public 
Journalism, as an academic and professional way to 
look at journalism, has shown the rich potential of 
engaging citizens and journalists in political 
conversation, a basic principle of a solid and 
consolidated democracy. Australian educator Cratis 
Hippocrates (1998), one of its proponents, sees 
Public Journalism as an example of how a new 
intellectual framework, developed in tandem by 
media theorists and practitioners, can evolve into a 
new model for journalism practice, designed to bring 
together the key stakeholders in public policy 
formulation: the media, political organizations and a 
range of community groups. 

New directions in journalism and the journalism 
that should be taught at university environment also 
involve a “new deal” with readers and citizens 
instead of the advertisers. Intrinsic to this is the old 
but current idea of Pulitzer (1904) of making the 
connection between journalism and democracy.  
Underlying this new deal is the notion of journalism 
as a “civic profession” developed within the realm 
of a  “civic newsroom” culture. By definition this 
requires, for example, a new effort by journalists to 
invite the community into the process of framing a 
news story where journalists, for example, cover not 
only the “problem” but also the action taken by any 
given community to resolve those problems.  

Be it called Public Journalism or just a new deal 
with readers, this engagement with society has also 
an ethical dimension that sees journalists as “moral 
witnesses.”  This is an idea articulated by Ignatieff 
and it implies a critique to the way news gathering 
and news writing is conceived by journalists. As 
moral witnesses, Iganitieff (1984, 1993, 1997, 2000) 
sees journalists far more committed to discover and 
explain the causes of news events instead of just 
describing the consequences.  

Engagement with the New Brave World 
Order 
In a modern society we understand that information 
is no longer an individual right but also a social one. 
In our societies it is impossible to imagine a 
democratic process without the contribution by 
professional journalists in the public sphere.  
Echoing the idea that “journalism is full of 
opportunities for engagement in the present, not just 
with history” (Burghs 2003: 13), in the last few 
years academics and journalism students have 
successfully developed ideas on the integration of 
theory and practice within the context of the new 
social and political conflicts that are shaping the 
early stages of this century. 

One of those projects has been done at the 
University of Western Sydney journalism program 
and the underlying objective – and here we are 
phrasing Stuart Adam - has been to form not only 

reporters but also writers and critics (2001: 317).  
The project, Building bridges between journalism 
and Islam, brought together the journalism program 
and one of the main Muslim organizations in 
Sydney, the Muslim Women’s National Network of 
Australia (MWNNA). This project attempted to 
engage journalism students and journalists with 
members of this community in a pro-active and 
intellectual way. It is in the context of a dialogue 
whereby students leave behind their list of questions 
and instead they listen to members of the Muslim 
community discuss the many mistakes and 
misrepresentations committed by seasoned and 
professional journalists while reporting about their 
community. As writers and critics, journalism 
students are asked to query in order to understand 
and explain the complexities of this community 
instead of attempting to find the  “quote” or the 
“easy grab” sought to confirm their own prejudices.  

Underpinning this project is also the understanding 
that the  “students require not only a particular skill 
set and broad social knowledge, but they also need 
to understand how journalism participates in the 
production and circulation of meaning in our society 
“ (Skinner, Gasher and Compton 2001: 342). In this 
kind of project, journalism students learn to frame 
their stories by asking members of the community 
affected how they perceive the problem and inviting 
them to provide ideas on how to resolve it.  It is 
expected that the story will be framed in terms of 
readers and those affected by the problem.  We also 
expect them to avoid “stereotypical narratives” and 
news frames when covering cultural groups and 
religious groups that might be unknown to them. 
This kind of project is especially relevant in the 
context of how Muslims are represented in the 
media (Skinner, Gasher and Compton 2001: 353).  

This suggested direction in journalism education 
also has a debt with the late Edward Said (1997), 
who said that the media representation of Islam has 
prevented the building of bridges of understanding 
between Muslims and non-Muslims. Said gave 
journalists an “intellectual responsibility”. He wrote: 
“all knowledge is interpretation, and that 
interpretation must be self-conscious in its methods 
and its aims if it is to be vigilant and humane, if it is 
also to arrive at knowledge. But underlying every 
interpretation of other cultures…is the choice facing 
the individual scholar or intellectual: whether to put 
intellect at the service of power or at the service of 
criticism, community, dialogue, and moral sense” 
(1997: 170-2). 

From an academic point of view, this project 
attempts to integrate theory and practice. It echoes 
Burgh who wrote that the  “very combination of the 
reflexive practical and the applied theoretical, which 
makes journalism such a terrific subject – and an 
academic discipline with great potential” (2003: 11). 
This project and others of similar pedagogical and 
intellectual natures aim to introduce students to a 
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kind of journalism that moves beyond the reporting 
of the mere facts (the what of the story). It reports 
how people struggle to make sense of each other. 
Students have to be introduced to the notion that 
journalism is not only concerned with representing 
the consequences of a given conflict, but also with 
discovering and explaining its causes.  This is even 
more urgent in the context of an increasing decline 
of analytical and investigative journalism, and a 
preference for factual and descriptive reporting” 
(Schultz 1992: 22). This is the CNN kind of news 
reporting that has transformed modern journalism 
into a mere supplier of facts (Bardoel 1996).  

Conclusion  
Developed in the context of the 2004 Second 
International Conference on New Directions in the 
Humanities, this article is an attempt to throw on the 
academic table some possible directions in 
journalism education and also in journalism as 
professional practice. The central framework is the 
conviction that journalism, because of its underlying 
ethos and practice, should be a discipline inserted 
deeply in the humanities. A central requirement is 
therefore to understand that the education of future 
journalists requires the integration of not only the 
specific skill and attitudes of newsgathering and 
news writing, but also requires a solid theoretical 
and abstract background.  

In attempting to find new clues and directions in 
journalism, and therefore in journalism education, 
there are some concepts that have emerged which 
are worthy of closer examination. One of those 
concepts and is the notion of journalists as “moral 
witnesses” able to explain and contextualize a news 
story. In this case, journalists become moral 
disseminators attached and engaged to the 
community they are serving.  

There is an urgent duty to explore new directions, 
especially in the context of widespread political 
deceit and “news spin” that are permeating and 
shaping our society. As a moral disseminator, 

journalism cannot longer be seen as a neutral 
endeavor. A neutral approach is a disservice to the 
humanistic and libertarian tradition of journalism. 
Journalism needs to be engaged morally to meet the 
challenge of misinformation whatever that may be: 
weapons of mass destructions - or in the case of the 
scandalous 2001 claims by the Australian Primer 
Minister John Howard that refugees threw their 
children into the water.   This attempt to de-
humanize desperate refuges cannot be reported in a 
neutral way. Both these instances demonstrate the 
need for a greater engagement with the truth on the 
part of the journalist as a moral witness. 

The moral witness direction cannot be achieved by 
the narrow understanding of journalism as a gatherer 
and reporter of facts – or the what of the story – but 
by giving to journalism a much more complex task, 
to provide context to the story. The new directions 
could see journalists move beyond the reporter of 
facts and towards the provider of context. In doing 
so, journalists become a central part of the 
democratic process as articulators of social debate 
and providers of social orientation. As Bardoel 
(1996) has pointed out the traditional task of 
journalism will evolve from sending messages to 
offering orientation to the citizen and the emphasis 
will shift from “content” to “context.”  

Within this framework, the function of journalism 
as a leader of social debate will be more essential 
than ever in a society in which the pressure of 
communication is steadily increasing. Journalism 
will not, as in the era of mass media, control the 
public debate, but can take the lead in directing and 
defining the public agenda (Bardoel 1996: 295). In 
the context of the current conflicts that are shaping 
the first years of the 21st century, training and 
education should play an important role in the 
development of a new media ethics for journalism  
(Dennis 1994, Harwood Group 1995). We have to 
start rethinking journalism not only as a profession 
but also as a mission. 
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