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McAdams: It’s time to teach 
blogging

Mindy McAdams, a journalism professor at the 
University of Florida, told a group of journalism 
educators Friday (Jan. 8, 2010) that they need to teach 
their students how to write blog posts.

“It’s way too late to not be teaching this,” McAdams 
said. “Our students are going to be asked to write blogs 
when they go to work.”

The UF professor said there is a certain way to write 
blog posts. She said that short sentences and paragraphs 
are the standard. Readers don’t have a lot of time to spend 
on any single post. Part of keeping it short is sticking to a 
single topic.

“Write about one thing, and that’s it,” she said. “If you 
have anything else, save it for another post.”

The Florida educator said that posts don’t need to be 
too complete.

“You don’t know more than your readers,” she said. 
“Don’t act like a know-it-all.”

Thus, McAdams said that it is important to include 
readers in the conversation. Let them have their say, she 
said. They will add to the conversation.

McAdams showed a blog post by NBC anchor Brian 
Williams in which he talks about going to his son’s 
baseball game with his wife. That post was much more 
informal than anything the late Walter Cronkite might 
have written.

An attendee asked McAdams why Williams writes 
such informal pieces online.

“He humanizes himself,” she said. “It makes him 
closer to his audience.”

At Poynter for Scholastic Journalism 
Division Midwinter meeting 

Great to be here at the Poynter Institute for Media 
Studies for the AEJMC Scholastic Journalism Division 
Midwinter meeting. Our division has been fortunate to 
have Poynter as our meeting location for more than 10 
years.

Our group consists of journalism educators who have 
some kind of connection with high school journalism/
media. We do research on scholastic journalism. We run 
or teach summer workshops for high school journalism 
teachers and students. We are directors of state scholastic 
press associations.

The meeting gives us the opportunity to discuss 
topics of concern. The themes of the meeting include: 
fundraising for scholastic journalism, blogging and 
curriculum development.

I’m in the first session — Mindy McAdams talking 
about blogging. So I’ll be posting from the sessions.

Effective blogging requires some 
different-than-news-story writing 
strategies

Mindy McAdams stressed that all journalism students 
should know how to blog — and should have an active 
blog — by the time they graduate. That’s because most 
who are going to be hired for a newspaper job are 
expected to know how to blog.

Here are some tips about writing for blogs:
    ● Short posts are good.

Thoughts on Teaching 
http://thoughtsonteaching.wordpress.com 

Julie Dodd
f l o r i d a

The First Amendment Blog 
http://dwbulla.wordpress.com 

David Bulla
i o w a ,  d i v i s i o n  v i c e  h e a d
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(Up)start from scratch 
Program blog offers platform for portfolio development

Dr Lawrie Zion is 
Journalism Coordinator 

at La Trobe University, 
and editor-in-chief of 

upstart.

Melbourne, which is Australia’s second-
largest city with a metropolitan area 
of around four million, has a relatively 
buoyant media environment. Yes, print is 

feeling the stress of declining advertising revenue, but it 
boasts two daily papers (one broadsheet, one tabloid), a 
large community and suburban press, three commercial 
television stations all broadcasting local news programs, 
and an array of innovative online titles that mix free and 
subscription business models. 
Meanwhile our national public 
broadcaster, the Australian 
Broadcasting Corporation (www.
abc.net.au), is a substantial 
employer of Melbourne-based 
journalists for its expanding array 
of TV, radio and online outlets. 
La Trobe University, where I 
teach, is one of five universities in 
Melbourne that offers journalism 
degrees.

Yet as elsewhere, and now 
more than ever, when it comes to 
getting that first journalism job, 
a degree simply isn’t enough. As 
one editor put it to a graduating 
class during a guest lecture last 
year, at a time when blogs are 
omnipotent, there’s now “no 
excuse” for a job candidate to 
say they haven’t had anything 
published. With student media 
playing a declining role as an 
incubator for fresh talent, it is increasingly important for 
journalism programs to address how they might facilitate 
developing a publishing habit for their student cohort. 

But how do you pull that off?
While we’ve long been encouraging students to 

blog while studying online journalism, something else 
was obviously needed to stimulate publication and the 
development of individual portfolios. We needed to 
embed this idea deep into the curriculum. We needed 
something that would be more than a “student showcase.” 
We needed something that would facilitate the use of 
social media. We needed to ensure that student work 
was part of a site that functions as a niche publication 

for emerging journalists. We needed the publication 
to be multiplatform. And we needed to be able to give 
students academic credit for working in editorial roles. 
To realize this we needed a platform that was inexpensive 
to establish, easy to use, outrageously inexpensive to 
maintain, and that would deliver a site that would appeal 
to an audience beyond students and academics. 

The result of all this neediness is upstart (www.
upstart.net.au), which is best descried as a web-based 
publishing platform for emerging journalists, writers 
and film-makers, a playground for experiments in digital 
journalism, and a platform for teaching and research. My 

colleague Christopher Scanlon developed the site on a 
relatively simple interface built on WordPress, and in 
June we launched, with a team that included a final-
student who opted to take his internship as founding 
editor.

More than 300 posts later – that’s around two a day 
– the site harbors a mix of news, features, reviews, 
commentary, and short films, and the Working Journalist 
project, which houses profiles of journalists from a 
wide array of media outlets written by students studying 
a subject of the same name that explores changes in 
journalism practice. 

Lawrie Zion
l a  t r o b e ,  a u s t r a l i a

Continued on page 5

upstart Web site, powered by WordPress, serves as the portal to a wide range of student work.
(For a higher resolution graphic, download newsletter from aejmc.net/scholastic)

http://www.abc.net.au
http://www.abc.net.au
http://www.upstart.net.au
http://www.upstart.net.au
http://aejmc.net/scholastic
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teachers from nearby high schools, 
representatives of the Illinois 
Association of School Boards, 
the Illinois Press Foundation, the 
Illinois Broadcasters Association, 

the Society of Professional 
Journalists, Poynter Institute, college 
journalism educators and scholastic 
journalism associations, engaged 
in thought-provoking discussions 
with the goal of formulating ways 
to develop a better environment in 
which students can best practice 
and learn journalism. Swikle 

has the task of pulling together a 
working draft based on the hours 
of material generated during the 
conference. From there, a document 
will be created for use in yet-to-be-
determined courses of action. In 
other words, the work did not end at 
Cantigny Park, Wheaton, Ill.

To integrate upstart into our 
curriculum, we’ve adjusted the 
specifications of assignments in 
several of our subjects. Instead of 
designing that feature for a local 
daily paper, the remit is now to make 
sure it could work on upstart. This 

has already proved to be a strong 
motivational tool, with students 
realising that there’s more than good 
grades to gain from going that bit 
further. And all contributors have 
their own tags, which means that as 
their upstart portfolios develop, they 
can link to all their work on a single 
URL (mine is www.upstart.net.
au/tag/lawrie-zion).

The site is already 
helping forge the 
beginnings of journalism 
careers. Two of upstart’s 
sports writers, both 
freshmen, have been 
commissioned to 
contribute to sports 
publications on the 
strength of their 
portfolios. More 
importantly, perhaps, it 
has provided a sizable 
cohort of motivated 
students with a sense 
that they can have an 
audience for what they 
do. For students and other 
contributors who already 
have blogs, we arrange to 
rerun posts and link their 
blog to the site which 
cross-promotes their best 
material. 

But perhaps one 
of the most surprising 
dimensions to the upstart 
journey so far has been 
how we have built an 
audience of several 
hundred hits a day using 
social media – and that’s 
even during the long 

torpor of the Australian summer, 
which is just about to give way to a 
new academic year. 

Through our presence on 
Facebook (http://www.facebook.
com/#!/upstartmagazine?ref=ts) 
and Twitter (http://www.twitter.
com/upstartmagazine), we post 
and tweet links to our friends and 
followers. Through our site stats we 
can see in forensic details how this 
is shaping the development of our 
own following. And through social 
media and user comments we’re 
hearing from a range of readers 
far more diverse than that of most 
university publications. When 
one student posted a story about 
setting up her own blog and being 
a barista, the piece was retweeted 
by the Managing Director of the 
aforementioned ABC, who just 
happened to like her quoting Mark 
Twain’s definition of an expert as 
“an ordinary fellow from another 
town”. How did he find the article? 
He follows us, like around 600 other 
people, on Twitter. 

This is just one promising sign 
that as we evolve, we’re doing so 
as part of the new media ecology. 
As 2010 unravels we’re planning to 
develop a range of projects through 
upstart, including a hub for research 
undertaken by graduate students, 
and a digital ethics project that 
involves a range of industry partners. 
As journalism professors we’re 
also planning to continue enjoying 
ourselves. And why wouldn’t we? 
Our students have become our 
collaborators, not just people we 
teach. And we’re learning too. 
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More than 700 now follow the upstart Twitter feed.  
(For a higher resolution graphic, download newsletter from aejmc.net/scholastic)
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