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This summer I experienced a newsroom for the first time. When I first applied for 

colleges I focused on journalism. I wanted to be Katie Couric - a broadcast journalist sweating it 
out in the field, delivering the weather from snowy roadways and "reporting live" from the latest 
political debacle. But it was not to be. I decided on CSU Sacramento in 1991 just as they 
dismantled their communication curriculum and dismantled journalism and broadcast  emphasis. I 
was left with limited choices (and knowledge of alternatives) so I went the default route into 
"organizational communications" - taking classes in small group, large group, communication, 
rhetoric, speech, persuasion and debate. I loved my professors but admittedly walked away with 
limited practical skills. Those came in subsequent years working for C.W. Crocker 
Communications - a full service advertising, public relations and media agency in downtown 
Sacramento. 

So, what did I do in the externship? I listened. I observed. I took note. 

I believe in the value of reading, researching and self-educating. I am an advocate for shadowing, 
interviewing and networking. But nothing in my 20+ years in the field compares to living it. Be it 
an internship, sitting as that fly on the wall in a meeting, sitting at the executive table or co-
authoring a task with a more experienced professional - doing, seeing, hearing and experiencing 
the job, the environment and the people is where I learn the most. 

I have an unmet passion for journalism. In some ways I feel like I missed my calling. I could have 
been one of the greats - the die-hard reporter making the contacts, getting the interviews and 
churning out the best work and visuals to boot. It could have been me. But it wasn't. I went a 
different path. I found interest, joy and passion in account management, writing, project 
management, graphic design, web design, campaign development, company branding, leadership, 
teaching and analytics and metrics. I found the grueling schedule required in journalism less 
appealing; the seemingly dog-eat-dog mentality scary; the competitive nature of the business and 
those scrambling to the top daunting. So I settled into my world of integrated communications 
and embraced it fully for decades. 

Then with the Scripps Howard Foundation Visiting Professors in Social Media Program I walked in 
the front doors of the Sacramento Bee and met the people doing what I could have been 
experiencing for the past 20 years. And what a difference. And, what respect I developed. 
Journalists are committed. They work their butts off. They are relentless, tenacious and 
entrepreneurial. They mean business, expect delivery on promise and demand quality and ethics. 

The experience gave me not just a new perspective on journalism - it provided me with context so 
I now have a much better understanding of how public relations intersects with journalism and 
how organizations, agencies and practitioners can be better and more effective stewards in their 
world. 

THE EXPERIENCE 

 

Rebecca. L. Cooney Visiting Professor in Social Media Reflections  |  July 2015         2 

 



 

 

 

Every day I met with reporters, editors, staff, interns and leadership. A 
wonderful and helpful woman named Beverly Griffin took me under her wing and set up meet and 
greets and appointments with everyone from the digital analytics master to a videographer; the 
metro editor to the guy in charge of research. It was a whirlwind - fascinating, mind-blowing and 
informative. I interviewed everyone - doing my best to research and prepare in advance. I was so 
curious about operations and inner-workings. I wanted to understand not just what these 
individuals did on a regular basis - but how it fit into the bigger mission and vision for the 
Sacramento Bee and McClatchy overall. I wanted to learn how print was evolving to digital; how 
advertising revenue was impacted; how veteran reporters were adjusting to new expectations in 
video and how an entirely new division of digital technology and analytics was finding its home in 
a former world of print. I also experienced what it is like to be a beat reporter - out in the field, 
getting the interviews, capturing the footage, editing it and pushing it back out for print and 
digital coverage. 

So - what did I learn? 

• Print journalism is not dead. It is alive, thriving and adapting to audience demands and 
expectations, as well as the needs of community, residents and everyone vested in 
understanding what is happening around them. 

• Print journalism understands it cannot limit itself to a tangible world. It must evolve into 
the digital spectrum with strategy, intention and vision. 

• To be a modern journalist is to be a multi-tasker. They are not just investigators, writers 
and editors. The modern journalist must also be confident, efficient and accurate in 
capturing photos and video, editing digital assets and framing story through both print 
and digital lenses. 

• Print journalism is savvy and on-point relative to brand and image. McClatchy revealed the 
2020 Launch earlier in 2015 and the California papers served as the alpha test for 
rebranding, redesign in print and digital + a complete shift of the production cycle - 
creating a new emphasis on mobile that partners with an updated print edition. The focus 
is on infinite scroll, visual storytelling, video and creating personalized and custom user 
experience. 

• Advertising sales from the print edition is in rapid decline and has not gone unnoticed. 
They are finding innovative and creative ways to diversify ad revenue opportunities in 
digital and video (email, social media, video stories), as well as entrepreneurial initiatives 
in research, video production and database management. 

• Journalism is not at all just about reporting on the news of the day, getting the 
sensational story, selling papers or securing new subscribers. They are leaders in 
research, experts in consumer behavior and fearless about learning new skills and 
pushing the barriers of comfort zones. They are pioneers. 

• The future of print journalism is ironically digital. Growth plans are centered in 
conceptualizing, creating and pushing out digital assets, new real estate for advertising, 

WHAT I LEARNED 
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platforms designed for reader engagement and feedback and motivating readers to 
subscribe. 

• Journalism is grounded in metrics. Intentional and strategic application of Search Engine 
Optimization in headlines, "highlines", "toplines", leads and digital asset tags is not seen 
as a negative. It is seen as necessary and essential. 

• The new digital journalism platform focuses on responsive design, visibility through 
sharing/commenting/liking, quality in video, creating scannable and sharable stories. It 
recognizes that readers are scanners so the reporters create "highlines" with select facts, 
figures, stats and quotes central to their piece. Referral traffic is paramount with Twitter 
and Facebook taking the lead in views, shares and comments. The mobile application is 
central to success and a key focus of their quality control and ongoing improvement. 

• "Circulation" no longer exists. It is now called "Audience" and incorporates not only 
distribution of the paper to residents, businesses and partners - it also includes 
community relations, marketing, research and internal relations. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Visiting Professors in Social Media externship was a valuable 
experiential learning adventure. The application process was streamlined and fun - I really 

enjoyed putting my material together and articulating my personal and professional experience 
within the context of social media and journalism. Once partnered with The Sacramento Bee I had 
great interaction with my point person (Scott Lebar) and felt very set up and supported as we got 
organized, set dates and established basic parameters around the experience. I also had very 
positive interaction with Lillian Coleman of AEJMC and always felt like I had an advocate in the 
process. Upon arriving in Sacramento I felt welcomed and engaged immediately and was put in 
touch with Beverly Griffin, assistant to Joyce Terhaar (executive editor) to schedule meetups and 
interviews with more than 20 individuals throughout the organization. Linda Gonzales (digital 
editor) was also a primary contact for me throughout the externship. She was gracious, helpful and 
always willing to meet with me on ideas, questions or simply shadowing a meeting or process. 

 

  

WHAT WORKED 
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My first inclination was to say "no changes" but I suppose that is not very 
helpful.  There is always room for growth and improvement - even in experiences, systems or 
programs that run smoothly. The only suggestion that comes to mind is in the pre-externship 
planning. Researching, teaching and life are always busy and it is difficult to find the time to fully 
prepare for an experience like this. How does one make room for fully orienting herself on the 
organization's philosophy, people and inner-workings? How can one predict who will be available 
or willing to meet with her? How can she best prepare for meetings, interviews and engagement? I 
don't have all of the answers but these are certainly the questions I could have asked myself in 
advance and been more mindful about carving out time and space to outline, draft and prepare. 
Guidance for the hosts may also be warranted and useful as they, too, are limited in time and 
energy in preparation for their visitor. 

Perhaps the completion of two pre-planning surveys would be helpful and inform decisions and 
direction. One would be geared toward the professor, the other toward the media partner. Results 
would be shared and taken into consideration so that both sides not only get the most out of the 
experience - but they are more accountable to articulating goals and fulfilling expectations. A 
survey at the close of the experience would also be useful  - taken in a timely fashion while 
details, names and other specifics are fresh. 

  

OPPORTUNITIES 
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I created a page for the externship I call Curriculum Impacts. It highlights the 

areas I feel will be most impacted by my experience with the Sacramento Bee. As I am not a 
journalist and therefore do not teach journalism as a craft or career - I am in a unique position to 
determine the best way to inform my teachings in public relations principles with what I learned in 
the newsroom environment. Key areas that stand out for the greatest opportunity in curriculum 
include 

• Corporate journalism (aka brand journalism) and the application of the online newsroom 
concept 

• Value and importance of teaching emerging professionals about the visual story package 
and training them in the areas of video and photo capture 

• Art of interviewing, listening and informing discussion 

• What reporters need and really want from PR practitioners - what is most valued 
(relationship, exclusivity, access to people/locations/interviews, email, the pitch, etc.) 

• The new role of the press release 

• What it means to be a good steward and partner for reporters 

• Digital communications and analytics 

• Writing for media publishing with highlines, toplines and story structure 

• Changes to advertising in journalism and creative sources of revenue with use of email 
lists, advertising in video, social media advertising and enews advertising 

• Role of content strategy in journalism with the need for story scheduling in social 
channels 

• What a "subscriber" is and how to navigate the difference in perception and story 
reception in print vs. digital channels 

• The demand for "watch dog" stories - what media wants and needs and how to protect 
your organization and key stakeholders 

• What is a citizen journalist and what role do computer-generated stories play 

 

  

CURRICULUM IMPACTS 
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http://www.cooneyclasses.com/scripps-howard-visiting-professor-externship-experience/curriculum-impacts/


 

I created a blog for the Scripps Howard Visiting Professor in Social Media experience so I could 
catalogue everything I saw, did and learned. The blog includes photos, video, journals and 
reflections about my experience with The Sacramento Bee and day in the field.  

Visiting Professor in Social Media: Rebecca Cooney Blog 

 

 

EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING 

 

Rebecca. L. Cooney Visiting Professor in Social Media Reflections  |  July 2015         7 

 

http://www.cooneyclasses.com/scripps-howard-visiting-professor-externship-experience/the-externship-experience/

