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The Battle for Authority in Journalism Education, 
1920-1939
● Surge in popularity of high school journalism 

education and student publications created a 
demarcation problem for university educators
○ Effort to establish authority, legitimacy 
○ Part of professionalization of journalism 

● University educators redefined the field, 
positioned four-year college degree as 
essential 

Introduction

“Instruction in Journalism in High Schools Disapproved,” The Quill, July 1916



The Rhetoric of Journalism Education

● Review of materials published between 1920 
and 1939
○ Academic journals and trade publications
○ Textbooks for high school journalism instructors
○ Theses and dissertations on high school journalism
○ Meeting minutes of AASDJ and AATJ

● Material analyzed using textual analysis

Sources and methods

Laurence R. Campbell, “The Teacher of Journalistic Activities in the American Public High School,” PhD diss., (Northwestern 
University, 1939), 



 From Skilled Trade to Learned Profession

● Professionalization part of Progressive-era 
"revolution in identity"

● Strategies: professional norms (objectivity), 
associations, ethical standards

● Signaled a shift from working-class to 
middle-class occupation

● Specialized education played a crucial role in 
the professionalization process 

The Push to Professionalize Journalism

“Editors organize nation-wide body,” Washington Post, June 4, 1942



The Rise of Scholastic Journalism and Its Implications

● Surge in high school newspapers post-World 
War I
○ Popularity due to practical application of subjects 

including English, history, civics, math 
○ Rapid growth: 14,000 publications and 300 courses 

by 1926
○ Varied organization of courses and newspaper 

production

● Concerns about vocational focus and 
potential competition with college programs

The Growth of High School Journalism

Charles Dillon, Journalism for High Schools, 1918



Demarcation and the Fight for Professional Authority

Journalism and Boundary Work

Forms of boundary work 

Participants
(i.e., “its 
practitioners”)

Practices
(i.e., “its methods”)

Professionalism
(i.e., “its stock of 
knowledge, values 
and work 
organization”)

Expansion Incorporating new 
actors

Incorporating new 
practices

Incorporating new 
knowledge

Expulsion Expelling deviant 
actors

Expelling deviant 
practices

Expelling deviant 
forms and values

Protection of 
autonomy

Keeping out 
non-science actors

Defense of ability 
to define correct 
practices

Defense from 
non-professional 
outsiders



Questioning the Legitimacy of Scholastic Journalism Education

● University professors defined collegiate 
journalism as genuine journalism education

● High school journalism courses and 
publications “not journalism education” 

● Criticism of high school journalism educators 
focused on three themes
○ Lack of professional experience and educational 

perspective
○ Concerns about disorganized classes and unclear 

objectives
○ College degree essential to practice of reporting and 

editing 

Journalism Education Participants

Grant M. Hyde, “What the high-school teacher of journalism can and should do,” The English Journal, November, 1928. 
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Defining legitimate journalism education

● Vocational focus of journalism in high school 
attracted greatest level of concern 

● Push to eliminate link between high school 
courses and job preparation

● Emphasis on supplementing English lessons 
and fostering media literacy

● Discouraging immediate entry into 
newsrooms after high school

● Debate over the role of student newspapers in 
curriculum

Journalism Education Practices

“Against journalism in high schools,” Editor & Publisher, January 1, 1921



The Four-year Degree as a Required Credential for Journalists 

● Positioned college education as necessary for 
journalism careers due to the complexity of 
the modern age 

● Broad, liberal arts-based education would 
provide reporters and editors with the 
knowledge essential to interpreting the news

● Professional associations vocalized support 
for college journalism, discouraged 
newsrooms from hiring college graduates

Establishing Collegiate Journalism as the Path Toward Professionalism

George H. Gallup, “What shall we do about high school journalism?” The Journalism Quarterly, 1928. 



The Legacy of Early 20th Century Journalism 
Education Battles

● Demarcation problem shaped journalism 
education and profession
○ University programs established as primary pathway 

to journalism
○ Shift from working-class occupation to elite 

profession
○ Exclusionary effects on access to journalism 

education and careers

● Long-term impacts on power dynamics in 
news reporting and definition

Conclusion


