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Overview:

Rhodes University aims to teach journalism in a way that integrates theory and practice, and which marks out its specificity in comparison to courses at what were previously called Technikons. This is a difficult business, entailing various layers, and it is not made easier by the current context. Journalism under apartheid was less complex than it is under democracy, and teaching it has become correspondingly more complicated. Whom we teach, and whom we teach for, are also difficult issues requiring resolution.

1. Introduction: the teleology of our teaching 

Rhodes’ facility is known generally as “the journ dept”, and indeed this is what most students are drawn towards. They wish to become journalists (in a broad sense), or they are journalists seeking further understanding and skilling in their jobs. However, in the late 1970s, the department actually changed its name to “Department of Journalism and Media Studies”. I am told by Gavin Stewart, that at the time the desire was actually to become “Journalism and Communication Studies”, but that English and Linguistics thought this was treading on their turf. 

This background is not insignificant, and I think it legitimately allows me to make the point that this is NOT the Department of Media Studies and Journalism, NOR the Department of Journalism and Communication Studies. It is Journalism which has been joined by Media Studies. 

In other words, we now have two legs and the emphasis is on the first foot forward – namely,  journalism. This can be defined (as per Betty Medsger’s conceptualisation) as an applied activity producing meaning of realism through mass media for public consumption, and in the public interest (as distinct from particular interest). It is the case that many of our graduates go into other areas – be these advertising and public relations (in the private interest), or other communications-related jobs where their main practice is not about journalism (as defined above), but to do with media policy, regulation, computer coding and systems building, business management, research or creative film-making and novel-writing.

Undoubtedly all these kinds of jobs are beneficially informed by the core teaching we do which aims to produce entry-level journalists, or better- skilled working journalists. However, these outcomes are not the key ones intended by the Department (excepting our Media Management diploma). 

The starting point, therefore, is that this Department has been, and remains, primarily in the business of teaching journalists, and in this light the teaching of media studies is a means to this end – rather than an end in itself. What this implies, in turn, is the need to orientate our media studies teaching towards the objective, as spelt out in our vision and mission statement, of producing graduates should be “equipped to act as thoughtful, creative and skilled journalists and media practitioners able to make meaningful and technically proficient media productions”. 

The aim therefore is to produce journalists who are something greater than (although they encompass) being reporters. In order to do this, we cannot teach media production practice in isolation of media studies, and indeed of other fields of theorisation and research. That would be to reduce journalism to a historically static and unthinking technical, formulaic practice, and to deprive students of learning how to analyse and think about what they do. In short, there can be no debate that we can simply teach journalism as if it were a professional practice end of story. In a nutshell, this is where a university j-school does something different to a technical college. 

This argument, then, gives substance to another part of our vision-mission: “self-reflexive, critical, analytical graduates and media workers, whose practice is probing, imaginative, civic minded, and outspoken.”

To sum up this section, I have argued that our priority is teaching people to become journalists, and to do this properly we have to include both theory and practice, with ultimately the theoretical dimension being in service to the applied output. 

Kant once said: “Thought without practice is empty; and practice without thought is blind.” We seek to produce media practioners, not philosophers; people engaged in the production of meanings through the media, and furthermore people who understand not just how, but also why. 

2. What kind of theory-practice mix?

Our departmental nomenclature of “Journalism and Media Studies” is sometimes taken as equating to “practice” and “theory”. But this is too reductionist. Most obviously, “Media Studies” is just one part of the theory needed by informed journalists. If one interprets the phrase as designating the study of the media as a field, then it becomes clear that this is narrower than say “Cultural Studies” which studies the arena of culture (in a broad sense). 

We are not the department of Journalism and Communication Studies. But understanding issues of culture – like gender stereotypes, or national identity – is vital for journalists: such knowledge gives understanding about what impacts on their practice very immediately and personally. On the other hand, “Cultural Studies” is also far wider – covering for example popular music, generational cultures and fashion – which may impact on journalism but are not intrinsically bound up with it. Even wider, one might designate the field of “Communication Studies” – which would include issues of semiology, interpersonal communication, organisational communication, animal communications, etc. These areas of knowledge and theory are relevant to the practice of journalism, even if they are the surface layers encompassing the circumference of the onion. In my view, there is a big danger that students miss the link between Cultural Studies and Communication Studies on the one hand, and the journalistic practice on the other, if we do not give substantial attention to “Media Studies”, and, within this object of study, to “Journalism Studies”. 

By “Media Studies”, I refer to shining the spotlight on the study of the media as an institution. Clearly, insights from cultural studies and communication studies have an overlapping and complementary role to play here, but they are far from exhausting the arena of studying the media, and within this, of studying journalistic practice. What needs to be covered here is the understanding of the media as a social institution in a societal context – and thus coming to grips with issues of political economy, policy, law, technology and context. Issues of power, globalisation and of Africa are as important in “Media Studies” as they are in “Cultural Studies”, but they look at different aspects. Media Studies, for example, looks at considerations like: What are the markets and competitive issues in our media; what are the local content regulations and debates? What role does media play in matters of development and democracy, and in private and public spheres? 

Media history is also important within this field of Media Studies. In the past, it appeared fairly simple – journalism was either for or against racial oppression (although there were significant nuances about how much against, and how much for). Now it seems a lot more complicated. How should journalists position themselves vis-a-vis government ten years into the post-apartheid era? If much earlier media history was effectively in support of the basics of inequality and oppression, can and should contemporary journalists proactively attempt to overcome those still-enduring legacies? If there was formerly kneejerk liberal suspicion of the apartheid authorities, does that positioning do justice to the question of governance after three successful elections? These are all issues that can and should be debated under the rubric of “Media Studies”. 

Media are more than just about journalism (in the definition given above) – they are also (even primarily) about advertising, and entertainment, and audience reaction, for example. And journalists need to know about how these impact on them and vice versa. However, “Media Studies” as a broad area of study needs to be complemented by more specific and in-depth treatment of the practice of journalism. This I refer to as “journalism studies” – which should cover the state of the craft (in less than top shape today!), the nature and manufacture of news; sources; genres and kinds of journalisms; ethics and law; skills in the era of multi-skilling and interactive media; general and specialist knowledge fields; and so on. On the latter, we also have to give students greater subject knowledge – and not excluding news awareness. Ideally this needs to be complemented with situated knowledge and skill – like a sense of history, geography and numeracy, and ability to work in more than one language. 

Our Department is “Journalism and Media Studies”, not “Journalism and Journalism Studies”. It is, as noted, also not “Journalism and Communication Studies”. In practice, however, I think the Media Studies is very well complemented by the “Cultural Studies”, but relatively lacking in the more focused area of  “Journalism Studies”.  

In short, what I am arguing for here is a curriculum that reflects various layers of overlapping study areas.  Many areas, while distinct, are clearly inter-related. For example, cultural studies can give important insights into audiences and identity, and this is complemented by media studies insights into audiences as markets. The trick is to remember and to balance the relevancies of this rich range of layers, and relate them all to the practitioner. The broad base (or covering layer of the onion) is “Communication Studies”, and the most focused part is that closest to the hot core of practice – i.e. “Journalism Studies”. I would further make a case for the layers to become thicker and thicker the closer they get to the core business: informed journalistic practice. In other words, if we were to do film studies, it would be a brief tour on the outskirts of the curriculum; if we are to cover genres of journalism, that would be a more substantive course. This then is the onion metaphor of our business. Like all metaphors, it has potential benefits and dangers. But it assists in conceptualising the multi-layered hierarchy of our mission.  

3. Integration:

Understanding then that “theory” encompasses various layers of knowledge - of more or less proximity to the core (with relative weighting reflected in curriculum), then we need to figure how these relate to practice(s). But what kind of practice/s are we referring to?

There are a range of practices taught in the department, some with generic components (like general ethics, interviewing principles, basic news writing) and many with medium-specific understandings. Certain areas of theory lend themselves to some of these aspects. For example, semiology has special application to visual communication platforms (eg, TV, some Web), and the visual side of text-dominated media (photojournalism, layout and design). Some genres of journalism are medium-linked. A medium like the Web raises new issues for theory, such as conceptualising interactivity and multimedia in relation to narrative. 

However, what is important in all this is that there is a continuous cross-referencing between the various practices and their generic/specific levels on the one hand, and the various theory and knowledge fields on the other. I am not advocating some sort of fixed ratio of theory and practice in every course, because the emphasis may vary in terms of the outcome, and there are issues in their own right to be covered – irrespective of intersection with other fields or experiences. Thus, some theory deserves dedicated attention in a course, with less reference to practice, and some practice courses will by necessity work within certain theoretical paradigms rather than concentrate on unpacking them. 

Also, and realistically, expertise varies. Some of our staffers are poor at understanding, let alone performing, media production; others experience the converse – they lack the body of knowledge and theory that could inform and enrich their teaching. This reflects people’s life experiences and time allocations, and their continuing personal preferences, and is unlikely to change radically. What is called for is an openness to the other, a respect and an appreciation of the challenges of teaching in the other realm, and individual efforts to become a little more versatile and adept in spanning diverse competencies. Joint teaching is also a desirable in this context. Bringing different strengths together in a given course ought ideally to be the case in at least one course per year of study. Project-based work also lends itself to such collaborative cooking. 

4. Conclusion:

The perspective outlined in this paper is an attempt to make sense of the bigger picture and its internal nuances. It is motivated by a desire to present a holism that can inform and create a sense of unity, and complementarity in regard to, the range of teaching work being done by the diverse individuals involved in the Rhodes department. This is not a de-centred totality, but one that firmly orbits around the gravity (and it is a grave business, alongside the fun!) of producing and improving media practitioners who can make a consciously-integrated practical and intellectual contribution to society through the work they do.

One area that has not been given much attention is the third leg of the pot – besides theory and practice, there is research. Maybe this is the juice that should characterise all layers of the onion. In many ways, engaging staff and students in research can go a long way to building yet more linkages between theory and practice, mutually enriching each other. The vast practical work being done in the department, not least during the vacs on Cue or during term-time on Grocott’s, is a terrifically fertile ground to begin to plough. And the resulting insights can enrich both theory and further practice. 

Finally, the matter of whom we teach, and for whom, needs to preoccupy us a great deal. After ten years of democracy, we can say indeed that we have provided a powerful learning space for several thousand entry-level, and several hundred in-service, journalists. But the reality remains that our resources remain available only to the elite sectors of society. Until we can begin to provide more access and service to the masses as well, even if this requires that we devote some energy off-campus, we will not be contributing as we could. 

In turn, we also need to think seriously about for whom we are trying to produce our journalists. Too many are ending up benefiting media in the UK or Australia; too few are contributing to journalism in South Africa, let alone to community radio or public broadcasting in this country or other African countries. We may be increasingly efficient in our work, and our learning opportunities ever expanding. But we are increasingly ineffective if we fail to orientate ourselves more fully to reflecting, and to meeting, the need for makers of meaning who will service the wider society and continent within which we live. 

The efficacy of our teaching is within wider constraints and trends, so let us not delude ourselves that what we do is the critical lynchpin for transforming media and society. But in this small arena, we have a contribution to make. And over the next decade, hopefully we can make it at least a little bigger than it has been. How we can measure this is a worthwhile research challenge!
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