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This One Thing Historians Cannot Not Do

By Wm. David Sloan ©

he summer after I received my Ph.D. I began
work on a project that changed my future. It
turned out to be a more valuable education for
JMC history than my entire doctoral program had
been. It laid the foundation for the remainder of my
academic career. It guided every article and book

that I wrote.

Sloan You can undertake the same project, and the
knowledge you gain will be just as worthwhile for
you as it was for me.

In fact, it’s a project that every historian should undertake. It will
require time, but serious historians know that all projects require time.
And this project will reward you ten-fold for the time you spend on it.

In fact, if one is serious about being a historian it’s hard to imagine
how one can noz do it.

I’ll add this caveat: The project offers greater rewards for young his-

David Sloan, a professor emeritus from the University of Alabama, is the author/edi-
tor of more than fifty books. The founder of the American Journalism Historians
Association, he is a recipient of its Kobre Award for lifetime achievement and of a
variety of other awards. His book American Journalism History: An Annotated Bib-
liography won a “Best Bibliographies in History” award from the American Library
Association.

© 2024. The author owns the copyright to this article.



Sloan

torians than older ones. Every wannabe historian just finishing his or
her doctorate should immediately begin work on it. Yet a mid-career
historian also will find it rewarding.

Yet the truth is that hardly anyone ever will undertake the project.
Most historians may not realize how necessary it is if one wants to be an
informed scholar. At some universities, it might not count toward
tenure or promotion. And some historians simply don’t want to do the
work.

When I decided to begin the project, my decision had a back-
ground. I completed my doctorate at the University of Texas in 1981.
That August I presented a research paper at the AEJMC’s national con-
vention in Fast Lansing.

Its title was “The Purposes of the Press: A Re-interpretation of
American Journalism History.” As you can tell, I, being a novice, didn’t
shy away from thinking I knew a great deal about historiography. Not
even on a gargantuan subject. And, as uninitiated as I was, I didn’t fear
trespassing where a person wiser and humbler mightn’t have dared go.
“Fools rush in where angels fear to tread.” I ignored Pope’s warning.

I had written in the paper something such as “A// historians have
explained JMC history as a progression to modern concepts about
‘proper’ journalism.”

Afterwards, I pondered how in the world I could be so presumptu-
ous — for I hadn’t read everything that all historians had written about
JMC history. So how could I claim to know what they had said or what
their perspectives were?

Earlier, in my dissertation, I had chided Jim Carey and Joe Mc-
Kerns for making similar claims. Each had declared that all JMC histo-
rians had written within a certain framework, or words to that effect.

The journal Journalism History had begun publication a few years
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earlier, and its inaugural issue carried Jim’s article “The Problem of
Journalism History.” In it, he said the Whig interpretation “exclusively
dominated the field.” (That’s my italics, not Jim’s.)

Three years later Journalism History published Joe’s article “The
Limits of Progressive Journalism History.” Joe stated that all JMC his-
torians had written within the Progressive interpretation.

As you can see, Jim and Joe made exclusive claims that clearly con-
flicted. Both couldn’t be correct. Later, I met Jim and Joe, and we be-
came friends. But friendship didn’t change my doubts about their unfa-
miliarity with historiography.

After presenting my “Re-interpretation” paper, I reflected on how
pompous I had been. I had committed the same mistake that Jim and
Joe had made. Each of us had read a small portion of all works and then
leaped to uninformed generalizations. How could any of us have
claimed that all historians had written from a particular viewpoint? We
knew only a fraction of their work. I was embarrassed to be so superfi-
cial.

So I decided to get an education: to compile a list of every book and
article about journalism history ever published — and then to read
them.

I won’t bore you with the details of how I did the work. The skeletal
description is that I began with the bibliographical essays in the text-
book I was using for my undergrad history class, Mott’s American Jour-
nalism. He briefly summarized about twenty or so works with each
chapter. Mott was a prodigious historian, and when I first read his
essays, I thought what an undertaking he had accomplished having read
so many books. To do the work seemed overwhelming. Nevertheless, I
added those titles to the nascent bibliography I started to compile.

I read those books and wrote a thematic summary on an index card
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for each one. Then, I examined their bibliographies and footnotes, and
added an index card for each work they included. I read those works,
summarized them, and added to my growing bibliography each work
that I found in their bibliographies and footnotes. And on and on.

I continued my work for eight years and eventually had a bibliog-
raphy of around 2,600 articles and books.

By the way, if you’re concerned that compiling a similar bibliogra-
phy will take you eight or more hours a day seven days a week for eight
straight years, and that you’ll die at your desk, I want to reassure you
that I was working on other projects at the same time and even doing
things like seeing my wife and two kids.

That bibliography did, though, require a lot of time and work, but
it was the most valuable thing I ever did in getting an education about
JMC history.

It helped me in my own research. It helped me identify important
topics in need of research. It served as the basis for a number of confer-
ence papers, research articles, books, and book chapters.

As an added benefit, it aided me with my teaching at the graduate
as well as the undergraduate level. When, for example, students begin-
ning their research papers hit a brick wall in working on the literature
review, I could give them guidance.

My collection of bibliographical index cards eventually was pub-
lished as a book. But before that, I kept the cards in shoeboxes on my
office shelves. “Dr. Sloan,” a despondent student would tell me, “I've
looked everywhere, and I can find only two articles relevant to my re-
search. What can I do?”

“Don’t worry,” I would answer. “Let’s see what we can find.”

Bernell Tripp, now an eminent professor at the University of Flor-

ida, once wrote a short essay for Mike Murray and Roy Moore’s book
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Mass Communication Education. She chose to tell about the shoeboxes.
Here’s part of what she said:

“One of the things I remember most about David Sloan as my pro-
fessor was his ‘magical box” of index cards. The box was the source of
numerous miracles for me, or any other bewildered graduate student
who would finally succumb to frustration and slink into his office for
guidance on a research project.

“David would ... barely [conceal] a smile as he listened to the bor-
derline hysterical pleas for help. Then he would calmly get up and walk
to his bookcase to remove ‘the box.” After briefly thumbing through its
contents, he would pull out a fistful of cards, hand them to me, and
remark, “Why don’t you look through these and see if some of them
might be helpful?” Neither David nor his cards ever failed to provide the
answers or at least clues to the solution for whatever problem I had....”

Bernell was a conscientious researcher, but I hope the collection of
cards helped many other students as well.

Despite the value that a professor’s knowledge of the literature can
have for students, its first importance is for the researcher, for the his-
torian.

Do you want to be a novice historian? Then be a bibliographical
babe. To paraphrase Sam Cooke, “Don’t know much about history.
Don’t know much bibliography....”

But, even if you don’t want to take history seriously, you still must
know, at a bare minimum, the full literature related to the small section
of history you want to study. You cannot say, “I want to write only a
few occasional papers on whatever topic I happen to be interested in at
the time. So I need to know only the literature written about those sub-
jects.” You might be able to produce a couple of shallow studies. But if

you want to produce an account that historians will take seriously, even
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if it’s for only one insignificant study, you must know all the literature
connecting to it. The knowledge will help assure that you understand
the broad context within which your subject existed.

If you wish to study how male journalists treated female sports jour-
nalists in the early 1900s, you must be familiar with the literature on
such matters as newsroom practices of the period, the social roles of
men and women, media coverage of sports, male sports journalists, and
so on.

If you wish to study the efforts of African-American journalists to
cover Congress in the 1940s, you need to know not only the limited lit-
erature on just that subject, but also the literature on the history of cov-
erage of Congress, on political and social conditions in Washington of
the period, the biographies of all the individuals who played major and
secondary roles, and so on.

Without knowing the literature on such subjects, you’ll find it diffi-
cult to provide a full-dimensioned study, and your work will be super-
ficial.

Similarly, to be a real historian — or to consider yourself one — or
if you wish to focus your academic career on the history of the mass
media, you need to be familiar with the full body of literature on JMC
history. That means you need to do a lot of reading,.

It may seem as if reading the whole body of literature in one’s field
requires a lot of time. If you’re thinking that, you’re right.

As an illustration of how daunting the task can seem, I'll mention
that several years ago I began trying to compile and annotate a list of
works produced since my 1989 bibliography was published. Since then
the opportunities for publication in JMC history have been much
greater than they were a few decades earlier. The number of articles and

books has multiplied. So my incomplete list includes at least 2,000
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works. If we could count all the works since 1989, we probably would
find more than were produced during the entire period between the
early 1800s and 1989.

To read them all would require enormous effort.

But it’s something you need to do if you're a historian.

Is that unreasonable? Consider other fields of history. Is it unrea-
sonable to ask, Should literature professors who focus their entire
research program on Byron need to read the entire body of work about
him? Do church historians need to read all the works in their field?
Should historians of the American presidency read everything?

They probably should, and some do — even though the literature
on those fields is much more vast than JMC history literature.

But, to be fair to JMC historians, we recognize that most historians
in those other fields probably don’t read everything. They do, though,
read all the major works, and when they set out to research a narrow
topic, they read everything on it.

There’s no reason JMC historians should demand less of them-
selves.

Fortunately, if you're not inclined to read everything in our field,
there are aids to help you.

One is the body of bibliographies that already have been compiled.
Some are annotated. All JMC historians should, at a minimum, become
familiar with them. Here’s an example of how they can help. Please
excuse me for this personal reference to my 1989 bibliography, Amer-
ican_Journalism History. Rather than reading all the works written before
1989, today’s scholar can read that book, with its brief summaries. For
a much fuller education, he or she can then pick the more important
works and read them in their entirety.

The bibliographies that aren’t annotated can also help by pointing
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today’s historian to books and articles on a variety of topics.

To that end, below is a list of bibliographies that I have handy. It
doesn’t, I'm sure, include every bibliography in our field. I've not kept
current on the entire body of work that our historians are producing,
and my list omits, I'm sure, some bibliographies. So this list has gaps. It
would be more beneficial if it were complete. The fact of my deficient
knowledge helps to illustrate why a thorough familiarity with works in

the historian’s field is immensely important.

African-American Newspapers and Periodicals: A National Bibli-
ography. James P. Danky and Maureen E. Hady (1998).

“The American Jewish Press, 1823-1983; A Bibliographic Survey of
Research and Study.” Robert Singerman (American Jewish History,
1986: 422-44).

American Journalism History: An Annotated Bibliography. Wm.
David Sloan (1989).

“American Periodicals: A Selected Checklist of Scholarship and
Criticism, 1985-1991.” James T. F. Tanner (American Periodicals,
1991: 132-137).

“American Periodicals: A Selected Checklist of Scholarship and
Criticism ....” Sam G. Riley (American Periodicals, 1992: 163-169;
1996: 166-175; 1998: 112-120). Three articles cover 1989-1998.

An Annotated Journalism Bibliography 1958-1968. Warren C. Price
and Calder M. Pickett (1970).

“Annotated Bibliography of Autobiographies by Women Jour-
nalists.” Linda Steiner (Journalism History, 1997: 3-15).

“Annual Review of Work in Newspaper and Periodical History
1996-1998.” Diana Dixon (Media History, 1999: 201-21).

“Annual Selected Checklist of Scholarship in American Periodicals,
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1996-1999.” Kim Martin Long (American Periodicals, 1999: 98-115).

Basic Books in the Mass Media: An Annotated Selected Booklist Cover-
ing General Communication, Book Publishing, Broadcasting, Film, Edi-
torial Journalism and Advertising. Eleanor Blum (1980).

Bibliographies and Lists of New York State Newspapers: Annotated
Guide. Paul Mercer (1984).

A Bibliography for the Study of Magazines. John Schact (1979).

A Bibliography in the History and Backgrounds of Journalism. Robert
X. Graham (1940).

A Bibliography of Literary Journalism in America. Edwin H. Ford
(1937).

The Bibliography of Newspapers and the Writing of History. Stanley
Morrison (1954).

A Bibliography of the History of Printing in the Library of Congress.
Horace Hart (1987).

“Bibliography: Scholarship on Women Working in Journalism.”
Catherine C. Mitchell (American Journalism, 1990: 33-38).

“The Black Press to 1968: A Bibliography.” Armistead S. Pride
(Journalism History, 1977: 148-53).

Blacks and Media: A Selected, Annotated Bibliography, 1962-1982.].
William Snorgrass and Gloria T. Woody (1985).

British Periodicals and Newspapers, 1789-1832: A Bibliography of
Secondary Sources. William S. Ward (1972).

“Chicanos and the Media: A Bibliography of Select Materials.”
Felix Gutierrez and Jorge Reina Schement (Journalism History, 1977:
52-55).

Contributions to Bibliography in Journalism. Various authors (1948,
1959, 1960).

“Cumulative Index, Volumes 1-7 (1991-1997) Author, Subject, and
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Tide Index.” Stacy Erickson (American Periodicals, 1988: 121-132). Index
of articles in American Periodicals.

The Dutch Language Press in America: Two Centuries of Printing,
Publishing and Bookselling. Hendrik Edelman (1986).

Early Periodical Indexes: Bibliographies and Indexes of Literature
Published in Periodicals before 1900. Robert Balay (2000).

“English-Speaking Caribbean Media History: Bibliographic
References and Research Sources.” John A. Lent (Journalism History,
1975: 58-60).

Freedom of the Press: An Annotated Bibliography. Ralph E. McCoy
(1968). McCoy compiled two supplements in 1979 and 1993, updat-
ing the bibliography to 1992.

The German Language Press of the Americas, Vol. 1: History and Bib-
liography 1732-1968: United States of America, 3rd. rev. ed. Karl John
Richard Arndt and May E. Olson (1976).

“A Guide to Mass Communication Sources.” M. Gilbert Dunn
and Douglas W. Cooper (Journalism Monographs, No. 74, 1981).

Hispanic Periodicals in the United States, Origins to 1960: A Brief
History and Comprehensive Bibliography. Nicolas Kanellos and Helvetia
Martell (2000).

Historical Bibliography of the Press. International Committee of
Historical Sciences (1930-1935).

A History and Annotated Bibliography of American Religious Per-
iodicals and Newspapers Established from 1730 through 1830. Gaylord P.
Albaugh, 2 vols. (1994).

History and Bibliography of American Newspapers, 1690-1820. Clar-
ence S. Brigham, 2 vols. (1947). Another work, Additions and Correc-
tions to History and Bibliography of American Newspapers, 1690-1820,
appeared in the Proceedings of the American Antiquarian Society, April
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1961; and the entire source is continued in American Newspapers, 1821-
1936: A Union List of Files Available in the United States and Canada.

“History and Literature 97: Mass Media and Culture: Reference
Sources.” Harvard Library Research Guides Online.

“History of Global Media.” Sonke Kunkel. Oxford Bibliographies
Online.

History of Journalism in the United States, a Bibliography of Books
and Annotated Articles. Edwin H. Ford (1938).

“History of Mass Communication in America: An Internet Bibli-
ography.” Robert A. Rabe (2021). Online.

Immigrant Labor Press in North America, 1840’5-1970’s: An Anno-
tated Bibliography. Dirk Hoerder and Christiane Harzig (1987).

Information Sources in Advertising History. Richard W. Pallay
(1979).

Journalism: A Bibliography. Carl L. Cannon (1924).

Journalism: A Guide to the Reference Literature. Jo A. Cates (2004).

“Journalism as Art: A Selective Annotated Bibliography.” Fleda
Brown Jackson, W. David Sloan, and James R. Bennett (Szyle, 1982:
466-87).

The Journalist’s Bookshelf; 8th ed. Roland E. Wolseley and Isabel
Wolseley (1986).

“Literature and Media Change: A Selective Multidisciplinary Bibli-
ography.” Joseph Donatelli and Geoffrey Winthrop-Young (Mosaic,
1995: 165-86).

The Literature of Journalism: An Annotated Bibliography. Warren C.
Price (1959).

“The Literature of Women in Journalism History.” Marion Mar-
zolf, Ramona R. Rush, and Darlene Stern (Journalism History, 1974-
1975: 117-28), and “The Literature of Women in Journalism History: A
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Supplement.” Marion Marzolf (Journalism History, 1976-1977: 116-
23).

“Media Ethics: A Bibliographical Essay.” Joseph P. McKerns (Jour-
nalism History, 1978: 50-53, 68).

New York City Newspapers, 1820-1850: A Bibliography. Louis H.
Fox (1928).

News Media and Public Policy: An Annotated Bibliography. Joseph
McKerns (1985).

Newspapers: A Reference Guide. Richard Schwarzlose (1987).

The Newspapers of Nevada, 1858-1979; A History and Bibliography.
Richard E. Lingenfelter and Karen Rix Gas (1984).

“A Preliminary Bibliography: Images of Women in the Media,
1971-1976.” Virginia Elwood (Journalism History, 1976: 121-23).

Press Freedom and Development, A Research Guide and Selected Bibli-
ography. Clemente Asante (1997).

“The Problems of Journalism: An Annotated Bibliography of Press
Criticism in Editor & Publisher, 1901-1923.” Ronald R. Rodgers (Me-
dia History Monographs, 2007: 1-40).

Radio Broadcasting from 1920 to 1990: An Annotated Bibliography.
Diane F. Carothers (1991).

The Religious Press in the South Atlantic States, 1802-1865. An An-
notated Bibliography with Historical Introduction and Notes. Henry
Smith Stroupe (1956).

Reporting the Pacific Northwest: An Annotated Bibliography of Jour-
nalism History in Oregon and Washington. Floyd ]J. McKay (2004).

Tabloid Journalism: An Annotated Bibliography of English Language
Sources. Gerald S. Greenberg (1996).

Along with JMC bibliographies, hundreds of bibliographies for
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other fields of history are available. Since JMC history usually connects
to other areas of history, it’s helpful to be able to identify books and
articles in them. The literature is staggering. Fortunately, many guides
to bibliographies are available. The following list includes the main
ones. Others may be found through a search on WorldCat.org.

American History: A Bibliographic Review (1985- ). Its articles, fea-
tures, and reviews are devoted to “American historical bibliography”
broadly interpreted.

Bibliographic Index (1937- ). A valuable current index that appears
three times a year and examines about 2,800 periodical sources, in addi-
tion to books, annually. It includes bibliographies published either sep-
arately or as parts of books and articles. To be listed, a bibliography
must have fifty or more citations.

Bibliographies and Indexes in American History (1989-).

Bibliographies in American History: 1942-1978: Guide to Materials
for Research. Henry Putney Beers (1982).

Oxford Bibliographies. Online. Updated monthly.

A World Bibliography of Bibliographies, 4th ed. rev., 5 vols. Theo-
dore Besterman (1971). Updated by Alice Toomey, 1977; 4th ed. rev.,
1980.

RETURN TO
TABLE OF
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THE STANDARD —
NEW, 4TH EDITION

With its first edition, Historical Methods in Mass
Communication quickly became the standard manual for
research in the field.

This highly praised book guides
historians and history students in the
methods of proper research. Its
underlying concept is that communi-
cation historians must master the
well-prescribed methods that have
proven themselves in the general
field of history.

The new, fourth edition retains the
qualities that made the earlier edi-

tions so successful, but it adds fea-

tures that make it even better. You
will find substantial revisions in several chapters, an expand-
ed chapter on Internet research for historians, an updated
bibliography, an expanded index, and other improvements.

To request a free exam copy, please email Vision Press at
vision.press.books@gmail.com

Vision Press
“Outstanding Textbooks at Affordable Prices”
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How Do We Get Students To, Well,
LOVE Writing Papers?
By Julie Hedgepeth Williams ©

Sl r I Yhe question in this essay’s title came about

when an energetic young professor suggested

" not long ago that we consider replacing our stu-
dents’ traditional media history papers with a TED-
ﬂ*l style talk. Honestly, I have no problem with cre-

% "%, ative assignments, and [ appreciated the enthusiasm
. of the young professor. What vaguely pulled my

Williams worry chain was the fact that my students who

aren’t creative speakers would bomb at a TED rtalk,
although they might shine on the page. But it was just a theoretical
worry. I had no plans to swap my freshman students’ media history
papers for a TED talk.

Little did I know, however, that the professor’s recommendation
was causing much bubbling angst. I started hearing from old-timers. I
admit I'm an old-timer, too, despite mistakenly and perpetually think-
ing I must only be a couple of years older than my students. Old-timer
A asked me if I had read the TED idea. She expressed shock that anyone

Julie Williams is the author of a number of books, including The Significance of the
Printed Word in Early America. She is a former president of the American Journalism
Historians Association and a recipient of its Kobre Award for lifetime achievement.

© 2024. The author owns the copyright to this article.
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would think of cancelling papers in favor of speaking. Old-timer B con-
tacted me, saying, “I got an e-mail from Old-timer C lamenting the fact
that his students, with the passage of years, showed declining interest in
learning. One of the indications was that he got an increasing number
of complaints about their having to do papers.” (My thought: Did they
complain to his face? Those students have some lip! What would their
mamas say?) Old-timer B also mentioned the TED talk idea. He said,
“When I taught undergrad history, the class requirement that seemed to
stimulate most student interest was the research paper. Besides, even if
students didn’t develop an interest in history, the exercise helped them
develop good habits for discovery of knowledge.” Old-timer B begged
me to write a column on how I get my freshman students interested in
writing papers.

I mentioned the above worries over students’ resistance to paper-
writing to my noticeably younger office-mate, whom I have no choice
but to call Old-Timer D, and whose discipline is straight-up history (I
mean, not media history). He said, “If we didn’t assign students assign-
ments they didn’t want to do, they’d just be doing things they already
know how to do, over and over.” Yes, true.

So I began thinking about the headline above: “How DO you get
students to love writing papers?”

My students write — a lot — and, true confession, I teach media
history in a freshman Core Communications class at my university.
About the time the Journalism Department gave up teaching media his-
tory, I was rescued by trends in teaching Core Communications of hav-
ing professors teach Core Seminar thematically, based on their own
field of research. So — JOY! — I am able to teach composition and
public speaking to freshmen from all parts of the university through

media history.
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And yes, it’s a composition course. So they have to write. When I
was first asked to write about how I get my students interested in writ-
ing, my husband pointed out the obvious: “It’s a required course,
right?”

Although I can’t say that all my students love writing, they do wind
up writing, and some wind up loving it — and even loving research in
the old newspapers. As one of them said to me, “I love the theme of this
course with the old newspapers. Everyone can find something that’s inter-
esting to write about.” To me, that's the KEY of keys to getting students

to love writing (and, as a bonus, research).

Key idea #1: No earth-shaking greater meaning, but instead,
“What's interesting?”

For years I have collected stacks and stacks of old newspapers from the
colonial era to the 1970s. And I found out my university library has —
every university library has — collections of historic media. My univer-
sity particularly shines with Civil War press. (There are original news-
papers online, too, but the rusty crusty goldy moldy oldies you can hold
in your hands are more fun.)

So I haul in my personal historic newspapers each week and park
them in a nook outside the library’s Special Collection department.
Having heard a lecture on the era, the students then spend a class period
romping through Special Collection and my own collection, looking for
articles or ads in the original media that interest them and about which
they can write two short parts of a “Quick Paper”: One part is ¥2 page
on “What I learned about life in the era,” usually based on ads; and the
other part is 12 pages of historic argument based on a theme they dis-

cern in the historic media, such as “Ads in the Virginia Gazette prove
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that slaves held many more jobs than just field hands.” It’s kind of
amazing what students pick as their topics — many things I would find
not at all interesting, but they report jaw-on-the-floor shock. For exam-
ple, a number of them each year see something interesting in the lost
horse ads in the colonial Virginia Gazettes. Some students tally up the
large number of missing horses, ultimately writing about the meaning
of horses to colonial Americans, based on those ads. Still others go in a
different direction, noting that the reward for a stolen horse was in some
cases the same or more than for an escaped slave. Their papers draw con-
nections between those ads, giving a glimpse of social structure and
ownership attitudes in the era. Other students look for items related to
their major. A nursing student was wowed by the 1760 story of a doctor
who was chastised for amputating a boy’s leg that had swollen to terri-
fying proportions. Another student, a real estate agent, wrote about an
ad for a certain kind of shady loan in the 1800s — a type of loan he had
thought was a modern invention. Some of my favorite topics students
have come up with for the Quick Papers include people’s strong belief
in sea monsters in the early 1800s; how Southerners “made do” with
what they had during the blockade of the South in the Civil War; and
a school in Chicago in 1910 with no roof, which was hailed as a cure
for tubercular students (even in winter with snow pouring down).

The key is that the students find something interesting to write
about, even if — and maybe especially if — the topic is not earth-shat-
tering. I don’t insist that they take on the great themes of history. Some
of them stumble into that sort of theme (such as the ones mentioned
above who see the relative valuation of slaves against horses), but many
are simply taken by the numerous reports of sea monsters in the Cleave-
land Gazette. (Yes, Cleaveland.) They don’t have to do further research

to discourse about the likelihood of there actually being sea monsters or
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the evolution of scientific ideas. They just have to prove to me that the
Gazette was chock full of sea monsters. They find this to be a “crazy fun”
look into the media — and people — of the past.

The ultimate goal is for students to state an argument about the
content of the media in the given era and then prove it by quoting and
citing. Thus an argument that “People in 1818 were terrified of sea
monsters” is just as valid as “We worry today about substandard school
buildings, but in 1910 in Chicago, parents praised a school with no roof
and no windows as beneficial to sick children.”

If the student is interested in that small (or large) glimpse into past,
that’s half the battle. They're hooked, and the writing becomes less

intimidating. It even can be fun.
Key idea #2: Be there during the research process.

One key stop on the road to happier feelings about writing is assuring
students that their ideas are OK. I'm sitting right there while they
research, mainly because Special Collection isn’t open at night and
because I can’t leave my loved old newspapers on the shelves after class.
Thus, research has to be done during class. This turns out to be a boon.
Because I'm right there, I coach the doubters (“Is it really OK if T write
about sea monsters?”), as well as the ones who say, “This is interesting,
but what would I say about it?” I usually try to cobble together some
sort of meaning/theme on the spot for such students, even though usu-
ally they’re asking about stuff in the newspapers that I had never
noticed. My thought is, “If they’re interested, let’s find a way to write
about it.” For example, one student saw lots of ads for opera gloves in
one Chicago newspaper on the day Lincoln’s assassination was reported.

“But what can I write about zhaz?” she asked. Well, I said, let’s count
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those ads — two for opera gloves, two for opera glasses, three for operas,
one for opera cloaks — all on the front page. “What does that tell you
about opera in Chicago in 18652 I asked. “I guess opera was popular,”
she said. That was good enough for me — it would have made a nice,
provable theme for a Quick Paper — but she took it further. She added
a little hesitantly, “I think that the war had just ended, so people were
anxious to get back to the theater and the opera.” Very good! What a
breakthrough for this student, who struggled with confidence about her
writing. In other words, my being there and warbling with sincere
praise over her insights gave her the certainty to move forward. True,
some of her classmates were going into more depth on the coverage of
the Lincoln assassination, but why not write that short paper on opera?

And why not warble over that topic as any other?
Key idea #3: Lots of little grades

The Quick Paper format that I mentioned above is another key to stu-
dent happiness with writing assignments. I learned long ago that my
undergrad students quiver (OK, so “panic” is a better word) if they
think all their eggs are in one basket — such as one big research paper.
The key to making them fear writing less is to break up the final grade
into bite-sized pieces. That plan is imperative not only because my
freshmen come from multiple majors and therefore need time to accli-
mate to my field of interest, but also because it becomes quickly obvious
to them that they can make a mistake and not suffer dire consequences.
It seems to ease the pressure, and I can’t help but think that frees their
attitude about writing. My students write a series of those four Quick
Papers for four weeks, mirroring the fact that the university and I can

show them real or repro newspapers for four eras: Colonial/Revolu-
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tionary, Party Press, Civil War, Muckraking. I tell them straight up that
I’ll drop their lowest Quick Paper grade and their lowest Quick Speech
grade (a very informal one- to three-minute oral report on something
they found). I tell them the purpose of the Quick assignments is to give
them confidence in finding themes and making inferences such as the
student writing about opera did, above, and to smooth out their writing
and make it more natural. I let them know the speeches are designed to
make them understand that speaking is just telling others what you
know. The short/low-value grades on those seem to help them build

self-assurance before they tackle their big papers.
Key idea #4: Forget secondary sources!

Finally my classes get to the two big papers (big to them — around 5
pages each), with higher value grades. The first Big Paper assignment is
to analyze/make a historic argument about images in the press in any
era from the dawn of illustrated newspapers (they love Harper!) to
within ten years of the class. Many get fascinated by advertising (doctors
advertising cigarettes, for instance, or body image ads that advised you
to gain weight for more dates and more sex appeal). For this one, they
give a PowerPoint show featuring their images. They also have a draft of
the paper, a conference with me, and a mandatory rewrite — the uni-
versity asks this at least once for this class, and the conference does help
those stunned by the longer length of this paper.

The other high-value paper is a historic argument on a media his-
tory topic of their choice, usually derived from the wonderful tiny
archives of newspaper articles on scads of subjects put together by the
Chronicling America website. By then the students don’t have a manda-

tory draft/conference, though I am available during class as they re-
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search. Most have acquired a great deal of know-how by then and are
able to draw out themes and deeper meanings with little help, if any at
all. Again, the topics don’t have to be earth-shattering. Following
Chronicling America, students might be writing on media coverage of
the ping-pong craze of around 1900; the introduction of Daylight
Saving time; April Fools jokes of earlier eras. Some of them pick up on
serious topics featured in newspapers from Chronicling America: The
horrors of asylums; America’s first serial killer; the World War I Christ-
mas truce. It doesn’t matter that some topics are sillier than others; the
only goal is to make a historic argument about the content of the media
(and sometimes, by then, to address a more broad-ranging meaning)
and prove it by quoting and citing. And by then, most of them can do
it.

One thing that helps my freshmen in tackling these bigger papers
is to avoid secondary sources. My goal is for them to read and find
meaning in original newspapers and magazines, not to tie up our short
time with research into secondary sources. I'm the first to admit that
won’t work for a senior thesis, but for my freshmen, it’s a blessing.
They’ll learn about literature reviews in their senior thesis courses in the
distant future. I confine them to the fun of the original documents and
just let the lit review go. They’re allowed to use secondary sources to
look up people or situations mentioned in the original documents, but

they don’t have to.
Results, as best I can tell
For a final extra credit “exam,” I go back to where we began, a 1770

poem that appeared in the Virginia Gazette. It starts, “A newspaper is

like a feast/Some dish there is for every guest” and goes on humorously
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to list the various guests and what topics they might like in the newspa-
per feast (“Those who roast beef and ale delight in/Are pleased with
trumpets, drums, and fighting”). I ask the students to tell how the poem
came true in their own experience. Their answers are revelatory about
their love of topics that they choose, the value of writing, and the value
of history. As one student said, “I can confidently say that before this
class, I had never read a newspaper before. However, the Virginia Ga-
zette was correct in its claim that newspapers, much like a feast, have
something ‘for every guest.” Even though I am a picky eater, I have been
able to find several ‘dishes’ that I have enjoyed in various newspapers
across the eras.” Another said, “I have written about how to cure a bite
from a rabid dog, paper carpet, railroad transportation, the meat pack-
ing industry, and so much more. Each news article is a look back in his-
tory from the perspective of the people living in it, and there truly is
something for everyone.”

Others reported surprise. One said, “I liked the line in the poem
that says that some newspapers are for those who enjoy ‘High-seasoned,
acid, bitter jokes.” It reminded me of a column that I wrote a Quick
Paper on. It was during the Civil War era, and it consisted entirely of
sarcasm and jokes! The jokes were incredibly sarcastic and witty, emo-
tions I don’t often associate with people of that time.” Another said, “I
wrote about a woman on trial for murdering several of her babies in
1760. The woman, a prostitute, stuck out to me because I spent the past
summer living at a crisis pregnancy home in Colombia, and was with
many women who were former prostitutes or had carried out abortions
before. Their stories resonated with the story of this woman from almost
three hundred years ago in an entirely different corner of the world.
That blew my mind.”

Still others admitted to gaining as a person. One student comment-
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ed, “Overall, I felt like all throughout this semester, I learned a lot about
what it means to research information to form a solid claim. I enjoyed
getting to incorporate history into my essays as opposed to just using
modern sources. I think that my knowledge of media history in addi-
tion to the practice we had with public speaking will greatly benefit me
throughout the rest of my time in college and into my career.” Another
wrote, “Who knew that reading and analyzing papers from the base-
ment of the library would allow me to become more open-minded, cre-
ative, and accepting of foreign ideas? I realized the craziest stories could
teach me more than other history lessons had taught me. I wrote about
advertisements for horses, sea serpents, women’s fashion, and kidnap-
pings. I had never learned about such abnormal but interesting topics
before.”

I can’t claim to have definitively cracked the code on getting stu-
dents to love writing papers. Most of my students would prefer going
to ball games, having fun with roommates, and flirting with potential
spouses rather than writing papers. But they know they need to write,
even my students going into majors where they think they will never
have to write so much as a sentence for a living. Despite that typical de-
sire of students to ease off of studies in favor of typical college amuse-
ments, I think many of mine do grab hold of the fun of writing about

history as found in the press. And that’s as it should be.
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Roundtable: How Historians and Archivists

Worked Through and Survived the Pandemic

By Debra Reddin van Tuyll, Thomas J. Brown,
Pam Parry, Nathan Saunders, Dianne Bragg,
Simon Vodrey, and Thomas C. Terry ©

t's no secret that 2020 and 2021 presented unpre-
Icedented challenges for academics. Students
zoned out in Zoom class meetings, if they attended at
all; administrators tried creative ways of ensuring ac-
countability; and researchers, younger ones on the

tenure clock and older ones trying to maintain estab-

lished research agendas, fought to maintain their work

van Tuyll so as not to miss that universities want to see ticked
off on annual reviews.

The researchers interviewed for this roundtable come from a variety of

backgrounds and range from instructors (who were Ph.D. students at the

time) to full professors, archivists, journal editors, and research conference

organizers. Each faced his or her own struggles to stay on track, and in this
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Ireland and Marcel Broersma of Groningen University in the Netherlands. It was a
2022 Tankard Finalist for the Best Book in Journalism given by AEJMC. She is edi-
tor of the Southeastern Review of Journalism History. She received the 2019 AJHA
Kobre Award for Lifetime Achievement.
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Department at the University of Alabama, where she received her Ph.D., with
a concentration in history. She has served as president of the American
Journalism Historians Association. She is also the organizer of the AJHA’s
Southeast Symposium. Her research interests are antebellum newspapers, the
politics of slavery, and late 19th and early 20th century women journalists.

Thomas J. Brown is a professor of history at the University of South Carolina.
He received his doctorate and juris doctorate degrees from Harvard Uni-
versity. His most recent book, Civil War Monuments and the Militarization of
America, won the Tom Watson Brown Book Award from the Society of Civil
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Pam Parry is professor of mass media at Southeast Missouri State University.
She is the author of Eisenhower: The Public Relations President and the co-
editor of nine books, including an academic book series. She is editor of Jour-
nalism History. She has won awards for teaching, research, and service. She is
working on two books related to Dwight Eisenhower. She received her Ph.D.
at the University of Southern Mississippi.
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His research has won awards at conferences in the U.S. and overseas. His
teaching and research areas include mass communication law, reporting and
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roundtable, they share some of what they learned about creative ways of
remaining productive during one of the worst public health crises in recent
memory — the COVID-19 pandemic.

For myself, | was teaching full time during the pandemic and had
health challenges beyond worrying about Covid — | was in treatment for
breast cancer, so | had double reasons to isolate myself at home and delve
into online resources, focus on editing projects, and work on conceptualiz-
ing projects | could undertake in better times. As is true of my colleagues
who agreed to share their comments on their experiences, | survived, even
thrived, and still managed to keep my research going, though | have to say
researching with online newspapers is not nearly as much fun or as reward-
ing as even scrolling through microfilm, much less turning the pages of ac-
tual old newspapers. But, in times of crisis, as we all learned, you do what

you can with what you have at hand.

Van Tuyll: What was the biggest impediment you faced to moving forward
with your research agenda, getting journal submissions, making materials

available to researchers, etc., during the pandemic?

Brown: I had several projects at different stages during the pandemic. I
was fortunate to be doing a good deal of writing and editing based on
research completed earlier. Accessing books was slower than it would
normally have been, but the biggest impediment was in starting a new
project for which I received funding to do archival research at the Mas-

sachusetts Historical Society.
Parry: As editor of Journalism History, I found that many dedicated re-

viewers were overtaxed with demands from their universities, and some-

times it took more effort to secure the reviewers needed to manage the
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process of accepting or rejecting manuscripts. Many scholars were im-
peded in terms of submitting manuscripts, and some who got a revise-
and-resubmit designation found it hard to find time to revise. With
patience and open communication, the journal was able to maintain its
record of publishing strong scholarship, and one major reason is the
commitment of the media historians who wanted to review when they
could. As we are in 2024, things seem to have improved, with more

manuscripts being submitted and some new reviewers on board.

Saunders: As archivists and librarians, our biggest impediment was sim-
ply the inability to access our own collections in order to respond to re-
mote reference requests. I was at the Center for Southeast North Caro-
lina Archives and History at the University of North Carolina Wil-
mington (UNCW) at that time, and we were simply not allowed on
campus for about five months. After that strict lockdown ended, we
then experienced several months during which we were not allowed to
work in shared offices. These staffing restrictions and deficiencies seri-

ously impaired our ability to help researchers.

Bragg: One of the difficulties I faced was the increased amount of time
needed for my classes. Rather than being easier, I often had many stu-
dents who wanted to book Zoom conferences. With my large media law
class, that turned into a major undertaking. In my work as an associate
editor with Journalism History, it did not seem to impact our submis-
sion rates. I think some researchers found they had more time if they
had smaller classes, etc. There does seem to be a drop-off in the amount
of research being done at archives for these papers as more and more

materials are accessible online.
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Vodrey: The biggest impediment I faced moving forward with my re-
search agenda during the pandemic didn’t impact the journalism histo-
ry research that I conducted. It concerned the other area of research that
I study: political marketing and political communication and, more
specifically, the qualitative elite in-depth interviewing that that research
relies upon. During the pandemic, my university’s ethics board was hes-
itant to grant ethics approvals for applications relying upon interviews
as a research method, fearing the spread of COVID-19 due to the schol-
arly prioritization of in-person interviews over telephone and online
interviews. However, over time, the university consented to the priori-
tization of online interviews in particular, which was beneficial for both
me, the interviewer, and also my interviewees who saw online interview-
ing as a more informal and more convenient form of participating in
academic research. The end result was a higher interviewee response rate

than would have been possible if online interviews were excluded.

Terry: There were numerous impediments:

* The suffocating, disorienting, and confusing feeling of isolation and
confinement at home.

* A general feeling of dread brought on by the drumbeat of deaths,
especially those of my age, during the first months and before the vac-
cines.

* The need to teach online suddenly just after Spring Break 2020
while simultaneously mastering new skills, lecturing to a camera, grap-
pling with unfamiliar technology, and recording/posting lectures for
weeks on end well after midnight in a state of near-exhaustion.

* Losing personal contact with Dr. Donald Shaw, my mentor, prin-
cipal research colleague, doctoral adviser, and friend. For two decades,

we would meet in Chapel Hill or Logan twice a year in addition to at-
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tending and presenting at one or more conferences a year. I never saw

him in person again after November 2019.
Van Tuyll: What did you do to overcome those impediments?

Brown: Our library staff did great work in helping me obtain books.
The Massachusetts Historical Society kindly permitted me to defer the
grant for archival research, which I used when the building reopened to

the public.

Parry: I would contact reviewers who would reject the invitation to
review a manuscript, and I would ask them why they could not review.
I emphasized I understood they could not do it, but I wanted to know
if there was a better time to ask. For instance, would they be available
in six months, etc.? I also frequently leaned on experienced reviewers
who had retired and asked them if they could take on one more review.
They always said yes. Many J/H reviewers stepped up and did multiple
reviews to help me weather this period. So, I would make the invitation
to review personal and I would always respond with empathy. Re-
viewers are volunteers, and their time is valuable. In terms of manu-
script submissions, I would attend conferences and approach people
who presented papers, inviting them to submit their work to the jour-
nal. I would have lunch or coffee with some authors who had ideas but
wanted to flesh them out. I conducted Zoom sessions with graduate
students, encouraging them to apply. I also occasionally used social
media to encourage people to submit articles. I am sure that I could

have done more, but I tried several avenues.

Saunders: We were of course much more flexible with respect to our
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scanning policies — providing more scans for patrons than we other-
wise would have. This policy change continued because the library re-
mained closed to all but UNCW faculty and staff for the 2020-2021
academic year. This closure affected us more than other Library depart-
ments in terms of patron interaction, though. Although we have many
students and faculty who used our collections, we had just as many

patrons from outside of the campus community.

Bragg: While we were mostly online and when we returned to the class-
room with restrictions, I found that hosting group advising sessions on
Zoom was helpful. I would set a time and student could come and go.
Several took advantage of this arrangement. As things got “back to nor-
mal,” students no longer participated, and I abandoned that practice.
For the journal submissions, I hope that more researchers will return to
visiting archives when possible. So much online research is still limited,
and not all documents are available. Archival research inevitably results

in a richer vein of study and primary sources.

Vodrey: To overcome the aforementioned impediment, I convinced
my university’s ethics board of the merit and convenience (from the in-

terviewee’s perspective) of prioritizing online interviews.

Terry: Once my teaching settled into an organized pattern (and I knew
which Zoom buttons to push, thanks to my daughter!), I was able to
come up for air and reenergize my research agenda. Time is what it
took, along with a dollop of patience. Other observations:

* Interlibrary loans became a lifeline.

* Zoom was a godsend. Meetings through Zoom actually fostered a

closer and better working relationship that continues.
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* Research actually became a haven from all the pandemic distractions
and concerns.
* My wife and I got a rescue dog, which forced me outside and helped

reset my sense of normality.

Van Tuyll: How useful were online sources during that period, and are
there any that you'd specifically recommencd for other researchers?

Brown: Online sources were tremendously important. I was fortunate
to have projects for which online newspapers were key sources. I don’t
think I ventured far from the well-known databases, but I certainly de-
veloped a new appreciation for the Internet Archive as a lending li-

brary.

Saunders: Our own digital collections at UNCW were indispensable
during this time. We had fortunately worked in the years before 2020
to digitize some of our most frequently used special collections as well
as local newspapers.

Partly as way to help researchers and partly as a means of providing
remote work, Center staff for the first time created subject guides to aid
remote patrons. In addition to our own digital collection, staff mined
the library’s subscription databases and electronic government docu-
ments for relevant items to include in these guides.

Digitized government information sources found at govinfo.gov
and various state sites are particularly helpful free resources and often

overlooked for instruction and reference purposes.

Bragg: Online sources are good, but I found my students often focusing

on Newspaper.com, which has limitations. The databases found in the
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library are usually far more extensive, and there are several new ones
that focus on the Black Press, periodicals, and advertisements. Then,
there are also publications offering their own material online, but usu-

ally for a fee.

Vodrey: Online sources are very helpful for the historical research that
I do. Thankfully the volume and supply of online sources are ever in-
creasing. Furthermore, many online sources and databases are free of
charge if you’re active faculty, active staff, or an active student or grad
student. The one I would recommend for scholars of any skill level (in
terms of the ease of use and also in terms of the scope and scale of mate-
rial it has available) is Chronicling America: Historic American News-
papers. It’s a very valuable database for anyone interested in conducting

historical research on a wide variety of subject matters.

Terry: Online resources have mainly played a minor (though impor-
tant) part in my research. Fortunately, I had a great backlog of docu-
ments piled everywhere in my study staring at me and willing me to
continue the momentum of my scholarship ... and making me feel
guilty when I ignored their entreaties. Brick-and-mortar libraries and
librarians provided microfilm and documents — scanning and mailing
— and looked up random facts and compiled data when asked without
the delays bureaucratic red tape often create. The spirit of everyone in
academia pulling together in the face of unpredicted catastrophe is
something we tend to forget amidst the weight of the political rancor

that colors our memories of those times.

Van Tuyll: Do you have advice for younger scholars on keeping a research

agenda going during a time of crisis?
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Brown: I sympathize with younger scholars who tend to be working on
difficult production schedules, whether for completion of the disserta-
tion or satisfaction of tenure and promotion standards. My guess is that
they are mostly savvier than I am about responding to a crisis. I would
pass along that I was tremendously impressed by the work of librarians

and archivists in scanning research materials.

Parry: First, you just have to survive your jobs. Some faculty have had
to cover more than one person’s job due to early retirements and ad-
ministrative decisions not to replace people who leave the university. So
many pressures and stressors are haunting higher education today. So,
stay focused on keeping your job. Second, if you find some free time,
one thing you can do—even if you cannot travel to archives—is nail
down your literature review. Do all your secondary reading and discover
the questions you need to answer. You can conduct Zoom interviews
with sources, and oral histories can be very helpful during this time.
Third, some archives will make copies of documents and mail them to
you for a fee; you might consider which ones of those you can afford.
Also, look for grants to help offset the costs. Fourth, you might need to

pause your research, but don’t ever hit the stop button.

Saunders: My advice would be to think expansively and broadly about
the types of sources you need to craft your historical argument. Ar-
chivists and librarians very much want to help but given limited re-
sources may not be able to digitize items quickly. Consulting with li-
brarians and archivists to find what databases you can access immedi-
ately — and there are probably more than you think — is key in such
situations. Even if sources are not housed with us, we are usually aware

of other libraries’ holdings related to our subject matter. For example,
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even though I have never worked at UNC’s Wilson library, I am broad-
ly familiar with their holdings because I have worked at both South
Caroliniana Library at the University of South Carolina and at UNCW,
and at both institutions we have directed patron