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ABSTRACT 

Toward A New Norm of Understanding: 

A Culturally Competent Approach to Journalism 

Dianne M. Garyantes 

Doctor of Philosophy 

Temple University, 2010 

Doctoral Advisory Committee Chair: Dr. Nancy Morris 

  
In a time of expanding globalization and worldwide interconnectedness through 

the Internet, the need for a better understanding of diverse cultures has taken on a new 

urgency. One way people learn about cultures other than their own is through the news 

media. Yet journalists have long been criticized for their inability to represent the 

complexities of cultures. The concept of cultural competence has been used to enhance 

cultural understanding in a variety of professions, including health care, social work, 

psychology, business and public relations. This dissertation applied the concept of 

cultural competence to journalists, using as theoretical frameworks the social 

construction of reality and concepts related to social cognition. The study explored 

factors that contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of journalists, including 

multimedia journalistic practices that influence the cultural competence of reporters and 

their news coverage. 

To answer the research questions posed in this dissertation, an extensive case 

study was conducted in a multimedia journalism laboratory at Temple University in 
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Philadelphia, PA, in which student reporters produce news pieces about urban 

neighborhoods. The research involved 223 surveys, 28 observations of students reporting 

in the field, and 71 in-depth interviews with student reporters, news sources, 

neighborhood representatives, and lab professors. A textual analysis also was conducted 

of selected multimedia news packages produced by the student reporters. 

Five key factors were found to influence the cultural competence of journalists: 

awareness of self; awareness of the complexity of “insider” or “outsider” status; use of 

journalistic ethics, norms and routines; knowledge of the other, and skills and attributes 

that influence knowledge of the other. New multimedia journalistic practices were found 

to provide the potential to move journalists and their news texts toward more cultural 

competence. This study provides new meaning for what it means to be a journalist as one 

who dwells in the borderlands, occupying liminal spaces and promoting understanding 

over current norms of objectivity. This new meaning could be supported by journalism 

education programs that encourage future reporters to strive for a culturally competent 

approach to reporting and news production that promotes understanding for themselves 

and their audiences. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 INTRODUCTION 

 The need for a better understanding about people and cultures throughout the 

world has taken on a new urgency, given today’s rapidly expanding process of 

globalization, increasingly diverse domestic populations, complex worldwide political 

interdependencies, and continuing interconnectedness through emerging digital 

technologies. An important way citizens across the globe learn about people and 

perspectives other than their own is through the news media (Bennett, 2005; Brennen & 

Duffy, 2003; Commission on Freedom of the Press, 1947; Gans, 1979/1980; Lippmann, 

1922; Tuchman, 1978). Yet, the news media also have been criticized for their inability 

to cross cultural boundaries and report about the complexities of people and perspectives 

that may be different from their own or those of their audiences (Brennen & Duffy, 2003; 

Gans, 1980; Ibrahim, 2003; Kitch, 2001; Natarajan & Xiaoming, 2003; Said, 1978; Tai, 

2000). At the same time, media scholars have recognized the role of journalists and the 

news media in influencing public opinion and, potentially, public policy, through their 

coverage of news and events (Iyengar & Kinder, 1987; McCombs & Shaw, 1972; 

Mermin, 1997; Robinson, 2001; Seaver, 1998; Soroka, 2003; Wolfsfeld, 1997). With 

important issues such as public understanding and public policy at stake, some scholars 

have called for a new approach to journalism to include multiple perspectives in an 
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attempt to provide more inclusive coverage and promote understanding (Gans, 1979; 

JanMohamed, 1992; Mowlana, 1984; Ward, 2005). 

 One way that professionals in a variety of fields have sought to improve their 

understanding of diverse cultural perspectives is to become more “culturally competent.” 

Professions that have embraced the concept of cultural competence include social work, 

psychology, public relations, business, government, education, and health care (Craig, 

Hull, Haggart, & Perez-Selles, 2000; D’Andrea, Daniels, & Heck, 1991; Doutrich & 

Story, 2004; Freitag, 2002; Giger, Davidhizar, & Fordham, 2006; Leiba-O’Sullivan, 

1999; Rudd & Stack, 2006). This study explores how the concept of cultural competence 

could be applied to journalists responsible for reporting on communities and individuals 

who have ways of making sense of their lives that may be different from those of the 

reporter. Specifically, the study examines the factors that influence the cultural 

competence of journalists, including factors that contribute to or hinder their process of 

becoming culturally competent. The influence of emerging multimedia technologies on 

the process of cultural competence also is explored. 

Context of the Current Study 

The process of globalization, in which people and nations are becoming more 

integrated economically, politically, and culturally, is continuing, even in the face of the 

dramatic global economic downturn in late 2008 and into 2009 (McNulty, 2009). A. T. 

Kearney, an international consulting firm that tracks globalization patterns in 72 countries 

representing 88 percent of the world’s population, wrote that, while globalization is 

vulnerable to jittery markets and political events, economies and technologies are 
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becoming increasingly integrated, signaling that “there’s no turning back the clock on 

globalization” (Kearney, 2007, p. 1). Meanwhile, U.S. Census figures predict that during 

the next two generations the percentage of the U.S. population from diverse ethnic and 

racial backgrounds will double, while the proportion of Americans of white, European 

descent will decline from three-quarters to about half of the total (U.S. Census, 2000a). 

Thus, we are becoming more integrated worldwide and more diverse domestically. 

Meanwhile, the attacks of September 11, 2001 and subsequent U.S. military actions in 

the Middle East revealed vast rifts between nations, peoples, and cultures, particularly 

those in the Western and Arab-Islamic worlds. In addition, militarized conflict between 

states and stateless ethnic or terrorist groups has been crossing international borders on 

several fronts, including in Eastern Europe, Rwanda, and India (Appadurai, 2006). 

Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai argues that increasing ethnic violence at a time when 

global economies are expanding is an outcome of social uncertainty wrought by 

globalization. He writes: “Where the lines between us and them may have always, in 

human history, been blurred at the boundaries and unclear across large spaces and big 

numbers, globalization exacerbates these uncertainties and produces new incentives for 

cultural purification…. Violence itself is one of the ways in which the illusion of fixed 

and charged identities is produced” (p. 7). Since Appadurai’s writing, the global economy 

has moved into a recession and it remains to be seen what effect increasing economic 

instability and impoverishment will have on the relations between various populations in 

the world. 
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Appadurai’s argument about the recent efforts to reify fixed identities tied to 

culture raises the complications associated with the concept of “culture.” Culture is a 

highly complex, multidimensional concept that is difficult to define (Abu-Lughod, 1991; 

Clifford, 1986; Geertz, 1973; Kuper, 1999; Rosaldo, 1989/1993). Early in the 20th 

century, culture was conceptualized by anthropologists as a symbolic system and 

socialized patterns of behavior, but more recent scholarly work has taken a less fixed, 

anti-essentialist approach that emphasizes the complexities of cultures and acknowledges 

that they are fraught with inconsistencies, contestations, power issues, and constant 

change. Culture is conceptualized today as a process that human beings create and by 

which they produce meaning. Individuals belong to many different cultures varying in 

scale and influence, and they carry multiple identities within those cultures. Cultures are 

contextual, historically situated, and influenced at any given time by human agency and 

other internal and external influences. Thus, today culture is viewed as a concept 

involving complex “webs of significance that he (man) himself has spun” (Geertz, 1973, 

p. 5). Interpretation of those webs in search of meaning is one way in which one can 

begin to understand particular “cultures.”  

It is within this context of culture that journalists are being called to witness, 

report on, and interpret diverse communities, individuals, and events that make up the 

news of our time. At the same time, the field of journalism is undergoing revolutionary 

change. Currently, it is not clear how the field will develop. Large, print journalism 

institutions are failing, evidenced by recent events such as The New York Times 

threatening to close The Boston Globe unless union concessions were made (Perez-Pena, 
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2009). While the Internet promises to be the next medium over which news and 

information will be distributed and also offers opportunities such as multimedia 

approaches to storytelling and a new draw for advertising revenue (McIlroy, 2008), its 

business model has not generated nearly the same revenue as traditional print products. 

Meanwhile, the demands on journalism are increasing; many scholars are calling for a 

more thoughtful and directed approach to reporting on people and places with diverse 

perspectives.  

A Call for New Perspectives 

Scholars across disciplines have been calling for a new approach to culture and its 

representations, one that reflects understanding and is inclusive of various perspectives 

(Appiah, 2006; Gans, 1979/1980; JanMohamed, 1992; Mowlana, 1984; Ward, 2005). 

This call is aimed in part at journalists (Gans, 1979/1980; JanMohamed, 1992; Mowlana, 

1984; Ward, 2005). The philosopher Kwame Anthony Appiah (2006) has written about 

the need today for cosmopolitanism or “citizens of the cosmos,” citizens who carry both a 

universal concern for humanity as well as a respect for legitimate difference. Appiah 

argues that what will move us closer to understanding among those with diverse cultural 

perspectives and toward the diminishment of exaggerated “us” and “them” differences 

between cultures is communication or “conversation.” The news media could play a role 

in this type of conversation.  

Some scholars argue that journalists today could reinforce the long-cherished 

professional role as detached observers and produce news stories in a way that removes 

them further from their own perspectives. African-American literature scholar Abdul 



6 
 
JanMohamed (1992) has argued for this type of perspective, personified in a “specular 

border intellectual” or one who occupies the space between two cultures, but embraces 

neither one. Rather than expressing a concern for humanity as Appiah argues, however, 

JanMohamed’s specular border intellectual would maintain a distance, one that “subjects 

the cultures to analytic scrutiny… he or she utilizes his or her interstitial cultural space as 

a vantage point” (p. 97). Transnational communication scholar Karim H. Karim (2002) 

argues that all journalists reporting from and about various cultures could adopt the 

specular border intellectual identity, which could begin with the reporters questioning 

their own socialization and placing themselves in others’ position. Karim (2002) wrote: 

“The ideal of a specular border journalism has the potential for providing genuinely 

global narratives that are not monolithic but pluralist, in which cultures are not arranged 

hierarchically. Such discourses become all the more crucial as people in different 

locations on the planet seek to develop a worldwide civil society” (p. 112).   

If journalists were to assume the liminal role of cosmopolitans or specular border 

intellectuals, they also would become what Rosaldo (1989/1993) and Aronowitz and 

Giroux (1991) called “border crossers,” or individuals who move across borders that 

represent physical and cultural constructions emphasizing difference and dictating or 

reifying identities, power, individual capacities, and social forms. While Rosaldo 

emphasizes the position of border crossers who study and write about other cultures, 

Aronowitz and Giroux liken border crosses to JanMohamed’s specular border intellectual 

- individuals who detach from or transcend their own cultural perspectives. Aronowitz 

and Giroux (1991) argue that in order to produce border crossers, we need to engage in 
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“border pedagogy,” which demands that students develop a relationship of non-identity 

with their own subject positions and:  

Cross over into realms of meaning – [that is] maps of knowledge, social 
relations, and values that are increasingly being negotiated and re-written 
as the codes and regulations that organize them become destabilized and 
reshaped. Border pedagogy decenters as it remaps. The terrain of learning 
becomes inextricably linked to the shifting parameters of place, identity, 
history, and power (Aronowitz and Giroux, 1991, p. 119).  
 
Thus, border pedagogy embraces the liminal intricacies of culture and encourages 

its students to engage with its complexities.  

In the field of journalism, many foreign news correspondents already play the role 

of specular border intellectuals or border crossers (Hannerz, 2004). It is important to note, 

however, that it is precisely individuals such as foreign correspondents who have the 

ability to cross borders and represent others. Most individuals do not have the means to 

travel to various locations nor the power to represent others, which raises the issue of 

hierarchy that Karim wants to avoid. In addition, while journalists as border-crossers 

would have the potential to be engaged in what literary scholar D. Emily Hicks (1988) 

calls “border writing,” which is characterized by “an attitude on the part of the writer 

towards more than one culture” (p. 47), they also would face institutional challenges such 

as news routines that rely on particular, often official news sources and narrow storylines 

and structures expected by editors, advertisers, and audiences (Shoemaker & Reese, 

1996). 

Old and New News Norms 

An implication of border-crossing news coverage and border writing is the 

promotion of a new journalistic norm of understanding – an understanding of one’s self 
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and of others. These new understandings would become part of news coverage, thus 

increasing the audience’s understanding of themselves and others. Another implication of 

border-crossing news coverage would be an increased reliance on objectivity because 

journalists would begin to remove themselves from their own cultural perspectives and, 

as Gans (1979/1980) has suggested, come to understand a new variety of sources, 

perspectives, and values (p. 315). Yet, while objectivity is an established norm in 

Western journalism, it is a highly contested concept among media scholars (Dennis & 

Merrill, 1984; Gauthier; 1993; Ryan, 2001; Schudson, 2001; Streckfuss, 1990). Media 

ethicist Stephen J. A. Ward (2005) has argued for “global values in the newsroom,” as 

well as a norm in journalism that encompasses “global objectivity.” Ward wrote: 

“Objective reports, to be accurate and balanced, must contain all relevant international 

sources and cross-cultural skills perspectives” (Ward, 2005, p. 17). This call for a global 

perspective in the news has been underscored by journalism scholar Michael Schudson 

(1995), who recommended that a media dedicated to democracy “evoke empathy and 

provide deep understanding so that citizens at large can appreciate the situation of other 

human beings in the world” (p. 29). Media and public relations scholars Pam Creedon 

and Mai Al-Khaja (2005) also reinforced the call for more diverse perspectives in the 

media, arguing for a criterion for accredited journalism programs to require students to 

learn about a variety of Western and non-Western perspectives on history, culture and 

media. International communication scholar Hamid Mowlana (1984), writing about the 

U.S.-Iran conflict in the 1970s, argued that journalists could work to increase cultural 

understanding or at least reduce misunderstandings by emphasizing “the common aspects 
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of life that unite rather than divide” (p. 94). He wrote that, particularly in times of crisis, 

“universal concepts of religious, ideological, or traditional values should be used to 

bridge the existing cultural communication gap” (p. 94).  

Thus, in light of today’s expanding globalization coupled with evident and 

sometimes tragic misunderstandings among various peoples of the world, scholars across 

disciplines are calling for an end to narrow perspectives and advocating for a global 

perspective in media discourse. Is the current legion of journalists up to the task of 

helping audiences achieve a deeper understanding of the way in which various peoples in 

the world make sense of their lives? If so, how can multiple perspectives be included and 

their complexities revealed in news stories, promoting understanding and possibly 

expanding Western journalistic norms? Can the technological changes and shifts in 

modes of storytellling that are overtaking the news industry today influence the process 

of journalists becoming competent “border crossers”? 

The Concept of Cultural Competence 

This study explores how journalists can better understand and represent the 

complexities of the way in which people make sense of their lives and potentially 

promote understanding by becoming more “culturally competent.” The concept of 

cultural competence has been defined in numerous ways, although most definitions 

include three main dimensions: awareness of one’s own perspectives and biases, 

knowledge of other perspectives, and the skills to interact with a wide variety of people 

belonging to various cultural groups (D’Andrea, Daniels, & Heck, 1991; Sue, Arredondo, 

& McDavis, 1992). However, while several professions have embraced the concept, 
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current research related to cultural competence reveals several gaps, including a vague 

theoretical framework and lack of empirical measures for the concept (Johnston & 

Herzig, 2006; Kocarek, Talbot, Batka, & Anderson, 2001). The concept also has been 

criticized as promoting a narrow conceptualization of culture and lacking consideration 

of the professionals’ positions in relation to their clients, as well as influences of power 

issues and societal structure on cultural competence (Lee & Farrell, 2006; Suzuki, McRae 

& Short, 2001). 

The vague theoretical framework of cultural competence has resulted in a lack of 

clarity in the definition of the concept, which has tended to vary within and across 

disciplines. The lack of empirical measures for the concept also has been problematic. 

Cultural competence often has been measured through quantitative surveys of 

professionals, who assess themselves in the areas of awareness, knowledge, and skills in 

relation to their interactions with individuals who have perspectives different from their 

own. The lack of consideration of position, power, and structural influences in these 

interactions erodes the validity of this research. In addition, the surveys often are 

administered before and after cultural competence training, and the survey results are 

used to assess both the competence of the individual professional and the effectiveness of 

the training. A review of commonly used cultural competence surveys found them to be 

inconsistent on some measures, including knowledge and skill areas, as well as lacking in 

predictive validity (Kocarek, Talbot, Batka, & Anderson, 2001). More recently, 

qualitative measures of cultural competence have been developed and have included: 

exploration of the concept through discussions of literary texts (DasGupta, Meyer, 



11 
 
Calero-Breckheimer, Costley, & Guillen, 2006); individual and group interviews 

(Doutrich & Storey, 2004; Fitzgerald, Williamson, Russell, & Manor, 2005; Johnston & 

Herzig, 2006); the collection of narrative data, including written reflective pieces about 

cross-cultural encounters (Doutrich & Storey, 2004); and participant observations 

(Alverson, Carpenter, & Drake, 2006). In most cases, both the quantitative and 

qualitative approaches have focused on self-assessments of and reflections on 

competence by the professionals interacting with clients, rather than on clients’ or outside 

observers’ assessments of the professionals’ level of cultural competence.  

Purpose of the Current Study 

This study explores the potential of using the concept of cultural competence for 

journalists through a case study of a Multimedia Urban Reporting Lab (MURL), which is 

part of the journalism program at Temple University in Philadelphia, PA. As part of the 

MURL course, journalism seniors are required to report on city neighborhoods that are 

currently underserved by the local and national mainstream news media and to use 

multimedia storytelling methods to portray the communities in news texts. Many of the 

neighborhoods’ residents make sense of their lives in ways that are vastly different from 

the student journalists. During a 15-week course, the students, who are mostly college 

seniors, are expected to produce approximately six multimedia pieces focusing on 

different aspects of a particular neighborhood. The pieces produced by the students are 

required to involve various media formats, including audio, video, print and multimedia 

news coverage, and are subsequently made available to the public through a Web site 

sponsored by the university. Thus, the news coverage of the neighborhoods produced by 
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the students is available to both the residents of the neighborhoods and the general public. 

A recent example of the influence of the Web site involved the firing of a Philadelphia 

police officer after he uttered some racial slurs to one of the course’s students during a 

reporter’s ride-along and she included the slurs in an article for the site (Leach, 2009; 

McDonald, 2009).  

This study addresses the issue of whether and how journalists can better 

understand and represent various perspectives in the news and potentially promote 

understanding across those perspectives by becoming more “culturally competent.” Due 

to the complex nature of culture, the conceptualization of cultural competence used in 

this study is based on a culturally competent approach to journalism, rather than 

determining whether a reporter “is” or “is not” culturally competent. The research uses a 

mixed methods approach that involves quantitative and qualitative data collection 

techniques, including a survey to assess the self-perceived cultural competence of the 

student journalists; in-depth interviews with the student journalists, the students’ news 

sources, course instructors, and neighborhood representatives; participant observation; 

and a textual analysis of selected multimedia news pieces produced by the students.  

Significance of Current Study 

This study for the first time attempts scholarly research on the cultural 

competence of journalists. The research is designed to explore whether and how the 

concept might be applicable to journalists and to specify which factors reposition 

reporters and their news coverage further into a realm of competence regarding the 

understanding and representation of various perspectives.  
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The research also is designed to provide stronger theoretical underpinnings for the 

concept of cultural competence by drawing on literature from various disciplines, 

including anthropology, feminist studies, social psychology, and communication. 

Theories and theoretical concepts that are explored in relation to cultural competence 

include social construction of reality, schema, attribution, and cognitive complexity. The 

concepts of culture, essentialism, and representation also are examined as part of the 

research. A stronger theoretical framework for cultural competence has the potential to 

help formulate a more clear and consistent definition – as well as improved measures – 

for the concept. In addition, the research employs qualitative methods in relation to the 

concept of cultural competence in new ways, particularly with the use of participant 

observation to assess factors that influence cultural competence. The inclusion of news 

sources and neighborhood representatives in the research process through in-depth 

interviews clarifies the conceptualization and assessment of a “culturally competent” 

approach to journalism. 

Moreover, while the future of the news industry remains unclear, it is clear that 

multimedia journalism distributed over the Internet is the direction in which news 

organizations are moving. Given the complexity of culture coupled with the demands of a 

deadline-driven, increasingly technologically complex, fragmented, and changing  

profession, an examination of the ways in which diverse perspectives are included and 

represented in multimedia news texts is all the more crucial. Thus, the study explores 

how new multimedia journalistic reporting and storytelling practices influence the 

process of cultural competence. 
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An important practical implication of the study is its potential contribution to 

journalism education. The knowledge gained from this study about how journalists and 

journalism students become more competent when interacting with and representing 

individuals from diverse cultural perspectives could be incorporated into future 

journalism studies curricula. The curricula also could be adapted for mid-career training 

for reporters and editors. While the opportunity to develop more cultural competence has 

been made available to government, non-profit, and corporate officials (Brislin, Lonner, 

& Thorndike, 1973; Gudykunst, 2003; Hofstede, 2001; Landis & Brislin, 1983; Zaharna, 

2001), training in this area has not been provided to journalists and their editors. Lowrey, 

Becker, & Punathambekar (2003) found in a survey of 223 international editors for daily 

U.S. newspapers that more than 80% of editors involved with international news 

coverage had received no post-professional training in international issues and less than 

two-thirds said they had specialized in international affairs, political science or foreign 

languages during formal university training. Any training the editors received was likely 

to be informal, the researchers found. In addition, a 2002 study by the John S. and James 

L. Knight Foundation found that nearly half of all newspaper staff members said they 

received no training after being hired for their jobs, while those that had received training 

gave it grades of C, D, or F (Johnson, 2005). Creedon and Al-Khaja (2005) studied 70 

accredited journalism programs in the United States and found only four required world 

or international history. As a result, they have advocated for teaching cultural competence 

in media studies programs, arguing that “adding cultural competence to the list of skills 

and competencies required in our educational program presents an opportunity to educate 
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a generation that will accept difference and value a global culture separate from national 

identity” (p. 344). 

 Lastly, an emphasis on the cultural competence of journalists could result in an 

expansion of journalistic norms to include “understanding” not only on the part of 

journalists about their own and others’ cultural perspectives, but to reflect this 

understanding in news texts so that audiences may better understand their own and 

others’ perspectives. The promotion of a better understanding of the people and the world 

could potentially contribute to a shift in public opinion of those with differing 

perspectives and possibly affect policy choices on the part of world leaders. 

Given our globalized and diverse society, a cadre of newly trained, culturally 

competent journalists has the potential to add to the public’s understanding of various 

perspectives by ensuring that multiple voices are included in news stories and by 

representing them in a meaningful way. These new journalists would become more 

competent and artful painters of what the journalist Walter Lippmann in 1922 once called 

the “pictures in our heads,” or the images created by reporters covering people and places 

with whom their audiences are not likely to have contact. 

The next two chapters in this study outline the literature related to current trends 

in the field of journalism and the concept of cultural competence. After the literature 

reviews, the next chapter outlines the methods used to answer the research questions in 

this study. Chapters 5 and 6 discuss the findings from the data, identifying specific 

factors that contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of journalists. Chapter 7 takes 

a closer look at how those factors operate in news texts and in the reporting process with 



16 
 
an in-depth examination of student reporting in one city neighborhood. The final chapter 

interprets the study’s findings and provides conclusions and recommendations related to 

the cultural competence of journalists. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE: JOURNALISM 

The first significant area of study related to this research involves journalism, 

including its role in society and current changes in the industry. This chapter explores the 

scholarship related to those issues, beginning with an examination of representation in the 

news. The following section will look at the role of journalism in society, including 

journalistic norms such as objectivity, use of sources, and the definition of news. A 

discussion of converged journalism will follow, and the chapter will end with an 

examination of the theoretical frameworks used in this study.   

Scholarly literature related to representation uses the term “Other” and discusses 

issues of difference in reference to representations of individuals and communities with 

cultural perspectives that may be different from the so-called “dominant” culture. Those 

same discussions and terms are being used in this study. It is understood, however, that 

the individuals and communities being represented are involved in a complex and 

ongoing process of living within a sense-making system that may or may not be different 

from the journalist (Hall, 1997; Rosaldo, 1989/1993). Thus, the term “Other” is being 

used with caution. How a journalist can represent this sense-making process and where 

he or she is located within the process are important aspects of this study. 

Criticisms of the News Media’s Coverage of Culturally Different “Others” 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, U.S. journalists have long been criticized 

for their inability to report with accuracy, context, and completeness about culturally 

different “Others” (Brennen & Duffy, 2003; Gans, 1979; Ibrahim, 2003; Natarajan & 
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Xiaoming, 2003; Tai, 2000). Some media scholars argue that representations of news 

events tend to follow the perspectives of the dominant culture and of the journalists and 

their publications, depriving audiences of alternative ways of perceiving people, issues, 

or events. 

Today’s journalists tend to “come predominantly from the established and 

dominant cultural groups in society” (Weaver, Beam, Brownlee, Voakes, & Wilhoit, 

2006, p. 12), thus it is probable that any perspectives that make their way into news 

coverage would be reflective of the dominant and established cultural groups. It also is 

probable that at least in some cases, news coverage involves groups or individuals who 

have perspectives that are different from the journalists or the journalists’ audiences. The 

well-known phrase by Lippmann (1922), that people act upon the world based on the 

“pictures in our heads” (p. 3), refers in part to the role journalists play in depicting people 

and places that are little known or unknown to their audiences. Yet, these pictures can 

sometimes be distorted. News coverage of the attacks in the United States on September 

11th, 2001 provided some critics with evidence of this type of distortion. McChesney 

(2002) wrote of “full-throttle jingoism” (p. 97) of the U.S. press coverage of the attacks. 

Lack of contextualization of the event by mainstream journalists, particularly 

contextualization outside of U.S. elite perspectives, led to a type of journalism that 

produced confusion, cynicism, and apathy rather than understanding, according to 

McChesney. He wrote: “Hence one of the paradoxes of professional journalism: it is 

arguably better at generating ignorance and apathy than informed and passionately 

engaged citizens” (p. 98). Anthropologist William O. Beeman (2001) offered support for 



19 
 
this argument when he wrote: “It is a sad feature of Anglo-American culture that 

otherwise well-educated people have little knowledge of other cultures. This includes 

those whose job it is to communicate with the public” (p. 1). Beeman wrote that errors 

about other cultures that made their way into news coverage after September 11th attacks 

included those related to geography, religion, ethnic relations, linguistics, and 

intercultural conflict.  

It is clear that there are many journalists and editors who are able to provide high-

quality and nuanced coverage of people and events situated in sense-making ways that 

are different from their own. Yet, a reading of major U.S. newspapers reveals that it is 

also not unusual for news stories reporting on people with sense-making practices that are 

different from the journalists to contain errors that reflect misinterpretations. One 

misinterpretation was reflected in a correction printed in the New York Times shortly after 

the 2005 Iraqi national elections regarding a photo caption of a weeping Shiite cleric. The 

Times had originally asserted that the cleric was reacting to the election results. The 

correction stated that the cleric “was participating in a mourning ritual as part of Ashura, 

a holy Shiite festival – not reacting to results showing that his political alliance had won a 

slim majority of seats” (The New York Times, 2005, p. 2). The correction continued: “A 

second caption for a Reuters photo misstated the reason a Shiite was shown flagellating 

himself in a Baghdad procession. He was taking part in the same mourning ritual, not 

celebrating the election outcome” (p. 2). The corrections clearly reflect a 

misunderstanding of the actions of the two men in relation to an important news story at a 
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time of heightened political and cultural tensions between the Arab Muslim world and the 

West. 

Reasons that underlie biases and outright errors by some journalists when they 

write about perspectives that may be different from their own include ethnocentrism 

(Gans, 1979), biased framing of news coverage due to individual, institutional, and 

cultural influences (Ibrahim, 2003; Natarajan & Xiaoming, 2003; Tai, 2000), the reliance 

of U.S. journalists on official and governmental sources and other media for information 

and perspectives (Entman, 1991; Shoemaker & Reese, 1991/1996; Tuchman, 1978; 

Yang, 2003), and the demands of news routines that specify particular news values 

(Shoemaker & Reese, 1991/1996) or that call on journalists to produce news under tight 

deadlines for American audiences (Graber, 2002; Hannerz, 2004). The anthropologist Ulf 

Hannerz (2004, p. 82) noted that many Western foreign correspondents in particular often 

do not spend a great deal of time in a particular culture, and thus fall into the category of 

“spiralists.” “Spiralist” is a term Hannerz said he borrowed from William Watson (1964) 

of the Manchester school in social anthropology (p. 82) and used it to refer to foreign 

correspondents who stay in locations for relatively short periods of time, perhaps three to 

five years. As spiralists, Hannerz argued, the journalists are able to offer the advantage of 

a “fresh perspective,” but they also lack what long-time correspondents have: well-

developed contacts, in-depth local knowledge, and a more personalized understanding of 

recent history. “Spiralists” would fall in-between longtime foreign correspondents and 

“parachute” journalists, who “parachute in, hit the ground running and come up with 
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some semblance of information” (Ricchiardi, 2006, p. 47). These types of reporters 

usually are used to cover a crisis situation and other breaking news in a country. 

Media scholar P. Eric Louw (2004) outlined a list of six explanations of why there 

are misreadings of other cultural perspectives by international journalists. While there is 

no one “right” way to represent or interpret a culture, Louw argues that the international 

media have a responsibility to avoid distortions as much as is possible, because “to a 

great extent Americans form impressions of distant places, issues, and events from their 

news media. These impressions often translate into electoral pressure on U.S. politicians 

to act in certain ways toward distant populations” (Louw, 2004, p. 151). Louw’s 

explanations of cultural misreadings by foreign journalists, some of which overlap with 

findings from other researchers, include: 1) Journalists already have pictures and 

discourses in their minds when they go to report from a distant place; 2) Journalists carry 

their cultural biases with them into distant places and, additionally, carry by extension the 

biases of their editors and “home base” in a form of Anglo hegemony; 3) Journalists tend 

to employ simplistic role labels in their news coverage, such as the BBC’s use of race 

labels when covering South Africa; 4) Journalists tend to use binary oppositions when 

describing foreign contexts, such as “good guys” and “bad guys;” 5) Journalists tend to 

subconsciously select contacts with whom they feel comfortable working, usually 

contacts who are as culturally close to them as possible or people who confirm their 

worldviews; and 6) Journalists “read” foreign issues in terms of home understandings and 

agendas, such as South Africa’s struggle with apartheid being depicted as similar to U.S. 

racial problems (pp. 152-159).  
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Evidence of cultural bias in news reports in the form of ethnocentrism also was 

found by sociologist Philo Wasburn (2002). Wasburn wrote that unless global events 

involve U.S. business, political, or military interests, they “tend to receive little, if any, 

coverage in the U.S. commercial media, even though they may dramatically affect the 

lives of vast numbers of people” (p. 20). Wasburn’s arguments are supported by previous 

work by Galtung and Ruge (1965), who, in their study of foreign news determinants, 

found that what is defined and distributed as “news” tends to involve events that concern 

elite nations and people, while news from non-elite nations either has to fit patterns of 

expectations (p. 81) or involve short-term positive or negative events. A modern day 

example of this type of coverage cited by Wasburn involved the 1991 famine in Africa, 

which resulted in more deaths that year than natural disasters across the globe and the 

Gulf War combined, yet received little coverage by the U.S. media. Hachten and Scotton 

(2002) note that foreign news in general received little coverage prior to September 11. 

They wrote: “During the decade before 9/11, the news media were indifferent to foreign 

news at a time when ethnic conflicts killed millions and globalization touched most 

American communities” (Hachten & Scotton, 2002, p. 116). Happenings outside of the 

immediate interests of the U.S. were treated as a non-reality or not important. Thus, 

international news was perceived as important within a very narrow set of criteria. 

In other cases, the perspectives offered by journalists have tended to support the 

cultural and authoritative power of governmental and other political elites (Bennett, 1990, 

p. 116; Hallin, 1986, p. 213; Iyengar & Simon, 1993, p. 365). A recent example of 

journalists following cultural and political elites involved the relatively unexamined 
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coverage of alleged weapons of mass destruction in Iraq prior to the U.S. military 

invasion of the country (Moeller, 2004. p. 3). This news coverage, again, was provided at 

a time of heightened tensions among Iraq, the Arab Muslim world, and the West, and at a 

time when a better understanding of the issues involved may have resulted in a different 

public policy decision. 

Journalists’ contact with and coverage of culturally different “Others” is not 

limited to news about international affairs, but also can involve coverage within their own 

countries, as has been noted for more than half a century. In a seminal report written 

more than 50 years ago about the state of U.S. journalism, the so-called Hutchins 

Commission Report (1947), named after the commission chairman, University of 

Chicago Chancellor Robert M. Hutchins, called for the news media to report facts but to 

do so within a context. The report stated: “It is no longer enough to report the fact 

truthfully. It is now necessary to report the truth about the fact” (The Commission on 

Freedom of the Press, 1947, p. 22; italics authors’). Context is needed in international and 

domestic coverage, since both may involve communities or groups of people who have 

little contact with the news-consuming audience. The commission wrote:  

Factually correct but substantially untrue accounts of the behavior of a 
member of one of these social islands can intensify the antagonisms of 
others toward them. A single incident will be accepted as a sample of 
group action unless the press has given a flow of information and 
interpretation concerning the relations between two racial groups such as 
to enable the reader to set a single event in its proper perspective (p. 23). 
  
The report adds that the media in general have a responsibility to avoid creating or 

perpetuating stereotypes, because “when the images they portray fail to present the social 

group truly, they tend to pervert judgment” (p. 26). Twenty years later, another 
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governmental commission, known as the Kerner Commission after its chairman, Illinois 

Governor Otto Kerner, investigated some of the causes of rioting in U.S. cities in the 

mid-1960s. The commission found that the media inadequately covered urban areas, 

including lapses in coverage of “the causes of consequences of civil disorders and on the 

underlying problems of race relations” (Report of the National Advisory Commission on 

Civil Disorders, 1968, p. 18). The commission made a series of recommendations to 

improve news coverage, including: permanent assignments of reporters covering urban 

and race issues; integration of African-Americans into all aspects of coverage and 

content; stringent internal staff guidelines to ensure accurate and responsible reporting of 

racial news; and the establishment of an institute to train and educate journalists in urban 

affairs (p. 18). In February 2008, the Eisenhower Foundation released a 40-year update 

on the Kerner Commission report and found that the media have become increasingly 

controlled by fewer and fewer corporate interests, minorities continue to be “greatly 

underrepresented” in the media, and the priorities outlined in the original Kerner 

Commission report have not been adequately addressed (p. 7). The report stated further 

that, while the 2008 election of the nation’s first African-American president and a 

growing middle-class for African- and Hispanic-Americans indicate progress in race 

relations in the country, other important indicators, such as poverty, unemployment, 

income and educational inequality, racial injustice and perceptions, crime and 

incarceration, all of which disproportionately affect African- and Hispanic-Americans, 

continue to exist or are on the rise (The Eisenhower Foundation, 2008).  
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Other trends in the news industry today may influence the media’s coverage of 

culturally different “Others,” including that global news organizations are increasingly 

hiring local reporters as correspondents in the countries they are covering (Wu & 

Hamilton, 2004, p. 517). Another interesting development is the hiring of foreign 

reporters to cover local U.S. news for U.S. audiences, such as in the case of the online 

daily, Pasadena Now (Dowd, 2008). Thus, the news media’s coverage of culturally 

different “Others” is becoming increasingly complex. 

Representation and Representing the “Other” 

Representation refers to the “signs,” or vehicles that carry meaning in society, 

which stand for or represent our “concepts, ideas and feelings in such a way as to enable 

others to ‘read,’ decode or interpret their meaning in roughly the same way that we do” 

(Hall, 1997, p. 5). Representation provides a way for us to communicate our 

interpretations and meanings about the outside world to one another. The mass media, 

through their use of language, images, and narrative, are primary vehicles in which these 

meanings are transmitted. Hall (1997) writes: “In part, we give things meaning by how 

we represent them – the words we use about them, the stories we tell about them, the 

images of them we produce, the emotions we associate with them, the ways we classify 

and conceptualize them, the values we place on them” (p. 3). Thus, as a cultural tool, 

representation serves the function of providing meaning to the outside world. Journalists 

and their news coverage actively participate in the ongoing process of creating and 

shaping meaning.  
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One of the important theories associated with representation, according to Hall, 

involves the constructionist approach, which states that things do not “mean,” rather 

humans construct meaning using representational systems such as concepts and signs. 

With this approach, Hall writes, we must not confuse the material world, where things 

and people exist, with the symbolic practices and processes through which representation, 

meaning and language operate. (p. 25). He writes:  

It is not the material world which conveys meaning: it is the language 
system or whatever system we are using to represent our concepts.... It is 
social actors who use the conceptual systems of their culture and the 
linguistic and other representational systems to construct meaning, to 
make the world meaningful and to communicate about that world 
meaningfully to others (p. 25).  
 
Moreover, meaning depends on the symbolic function of the word, photo or 

electronic transmission. Hall wrote: “It is because a particular sound or word stands for, 

symbolizes or represents a concept that it can function, in language, as a sign and convey 

meaning – or, as the constructionist say, signify” (p. 26, italics author’s). Hartley 

(1982/1989) argues that it is the relationship between signs, as well as the context in 

which the signs are being transmitted, that are important in the making of meaning (p. 

20). For example, to refer to someone as a “terrorist” is not due to any intrinsic properties 

of those involved in conflict. Other terms for a person involved with conflict could have 

been chosen, such as “soldier,” “freedom-fighter,” or “guerilla.” Use of a term such as 

“terrorist” reflects a choice that makes sense of a particular event, Hartley argued. A 

recent example of the use of language to convey meaning involves news media coverage 

of the war in Iraq. News reports by U.S.-based news organizations such as CNN.com 

referred to those attacking U.S. troops as “insurgents,” while the Qatar-based news 
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organization Al-Jazeera.net referred to them as “bombers” or “fighters” (Garyantes & 

Murphy, in press). Each news organization was conveying a distinct and different 

meaning for their audiences about the individuals attacking U.S. troops. 

Thus, meanings are made and shared by the way in which they are represented, 

including how they are represented in the mass media. But which meanings predominate? 

Also, if the subjects being represented are not considered a part of the dominant culture, 

how is meaning expressed – through their sense of the world or through that of the 

dominant culture? As the anthropologist Spitulnik (1993) has noted, the media generally 

are not examined by scholars as definers of “reality,” but as “dynamic sites of struggle 

over representation, and complex spaces in which subjectivities are constructed and 

identities are contested” (p. 296). Within this ongoing struggle are scholars who argue 

that journalists tend to impose “preferred” meanings of news events while suppressing 

others (Chouliaraki, 2000; Hall, 1997, p. 228; Said, 1978/1979). Said (1978/1979) in his 

work, Orientalism, discussed how representations are used to establish hierarchies of 

knowledge and power, as well as define one group in opposition to others and 

exocticizing “Others,” as the Europeans did with people in the Arab world. Orientalism, 

Said wrote, is the result of European cultural hegemony, “a collective notion identifying 

‘us’ Europeans as against all ‘those’ non-Europeans” (p. 7). Hall (1997) argues that 

media texts tend to carry a “preferred meaning,” which privileges one form of knowledge 

over another. Moreover, people who are not part of the dominant culture tend to be 

represented in oversimplified, sharply opposed, binary extremes, which results in 

exaggerating differences and “Otherness.” A recent example of “Othering” by 
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exaggerating differences in U.S. discourse was discussed by New York Times columnist 

Nicholas Kristof (2008), who wrote that a strategy by conservative political groups to 

spread rumors that presidential candidate Barack Obama was a Muslim was designed to 

“Otherize” him. Kristof wrote: “Nobody needs to point out that he’s black, but there’s a 

persistent effort to exaggerate other differences, to de-Americanize him” (p. 9). The 

effort to “Otherize” and de-Americanize Obama continues today, with political 

opponents of the President continuing to question his citizenship. Darcy Alexandra 

(2008) wrote about representations of immigrants in Ireland and argued that often 

representations of others involve an act of “defining meaning,” which results in having 

“intricate, lived experiences… simplified and utilized” (p. 101). He writes: “We tell 

ourselves this reductive approach is necessary; we need to get to the point, define the key 

moment, tell the viewer/listener/voter/citizen what to think/feel/say/do” (p. 101).   

Both Said and Hall link the need for “Otherness” to identity formation and power, 

with the “Othering” group having cultural, political and often economic power over the 

“Other.” Rarely do the groups who are being represented have the opportunity to speak 

for or represent themselves. This raises the question: Who is able to represent whom? Or, 

as post-colonialist feminist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1988) asked: “Can the subaltern 

speak?” Like the issue of representation itself, this question is fraught with issues of 

power, complexities of inclusion and exclusion, and resolution of multiple meanings. 

Feminist and postcolonialist scholars, media studies and cultural studies researchers, and 

anthropologists have been wrestling with these questions for decades (See Abu-Lughod, 

1986; Clifford & Marcus, 1986; Wilkerson & Katzinger, 1996). 
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Feminist scholars, many of whom are Western, white women, have had to 

question whether their perspectives can speak for all women of all cultures throughout 

the world, particularly those who have been exploited and oppressed. If not, should 

scholars speak only for themselves? Many feminist scholars have answered “no” to this 

question (Darling-Wolf, 2004, p. 39-40; Spivak, 1988), arguing that speaking only for 

oneself can have the effect of silencing the voices of others. Should people be represented 

only through their own voices, and not be mediated or defined by others? This strategy at 

first seems less exploitive, yet even the act of presenting someone using their “own” 

voice still involves a construction (Katzinger & Wilkerson, 1996, p. 23). Other strategies, 

such as involving people with diverse cultural perspectives in research that investigates 

culturally different “Others,” have proven to be oversimplified, “quick fix” solutions 

(Katzinger & Wilkerson, 1996, p. 2). 

Also complicating the question for feminist scholars is that female researchers are 

members of a male-dominated society and are themselves exploited and oppressed 

“Others.” The anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod (1991) writes about “halfies,” or people 

whose cultural or national identity is mixed by virtue of migration, overseas education, or 

parentage. Abu-Lughod writes that those with mixed cultural or national identities often 

operate in a position of “Other” and face special dilemmas given “cultural anthropology’s 

assumption of a fundamental distinction between self and Other” (p. 137). Her concept of 

a “halfie” also is similar to a border-crosser or specular border intellectual, or those who 

operate within liminal cultural border zones, although the latter concepts include multiple 

rather than binary identities. Thus, while Abu-Lughod argues that “halfies” unsettle the 
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boundaries between “self” and “Other,” her argument has been challenged as too limited 

due to the fact that individuals have complex, multiple identities related to their countries 

of origin, religion, class, region, and other factors (Narayan, 1993, p. 673). An alternative 

approach has been offered by feminist scholar Michelle Fine (1994), who critiqued 

researchers’ tendency to separate themselves from and represent “Others” and instead 

proposed that scholars examine “the hyphen at which Self-Other join in the politics of 

everyday life” (p. 70). She encouraged scholars to begin “working the hyphen – that is, 

unpacking notions of scientific neutrality, universal truths, and research dispassion” (pp. 

70-71). 

How can the process of “Othering” be disrupted? Darling-Wolf (2004) suggests 

that scholars engage in the process of investigating their multiple selves, negotiating their 

positions within the context of their fieldwork, and striving for the “possibility of 

envisioning others’ positions and of speaking for, about and – most important – with 

them” (p. 39). This strategy would prove useful for journalists. Kitzinger and Wilkerson 

(1996, p. 16) argue researchers can strive for four practices: checking out with “Others” 

the validity of one’s representation; listening to Others’ accounts of “us” as a way to 

expose “Othering;” listening to members of the dominant group to determine how they 

construct “Others;” and engaging in dialogue between “us” and “Others,” exposing the 

interplay between the researcher and the “Other.” Another strategy used by qualitative 

researchers in a variety of fields involves reflexivity on the part of the scholar, or 

revealing the researcher’s position within the text so that the readers can assess the 

credibility and potential biases of the interpretation. The reality of production in 
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journalism, which demands a constant flow of news and information, means that 

reporters cannot realistically include all representations, but, “Journalists have to create 

ways of illuminating its conditions of production and methods to allow for a possible 

range of decodings” (Fursich, 2002, p. 72). Fursich also argues that journalists can better 

represent “Others” by providing space for other voices and working toward a fluid rather 

than a static and fixed journalistic logic.  

Thus, culture and representation remain complex phenomena that continue to be 

unraveled. Given the important role of journalism, particularly in a democratic, self-

governing society, fostering a better understanding of these issues and promoting a form 

of journalism that better addresses how the news media represent “Others” is a matter of 

great consequence. 

The Role of Journalism 

A great deal has been written by journalism, media studies and communication 

scholars about the role of journalism in society. Theorists have suggested that journalism 

acts as a form of social control (Herman & Chomsky, 1988/1999, p. 166), serves to 

transmit information, provide a context for events, socialize new members of society, and 

be entertaining (Shoemaker & Reese, 1991/1996, p. 93). It also plays the role of a 

marketplace of ideas (Schumuhl & Picard, 2005, p. 141), as the agenda setter for public 

discourse (McCombs & Shaw, 1972, p. 184), as a watchdog, record keeper, and coauthor 

of history (Bennett & Serrin, 2005, p. 169), as citizen mobilizer (Thorson, 2005, p. 214), 

and as a political institution (Cook, 1998, p. 61). Zelizer (2005) outlined the ways in 

which journalists refer to their profession, which they alternatively describe as a “sixth 
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sense” or “news sense,” as a “container” to hold and limit information for the public, as a 

“mirror” of society, as a “story” chronicling the news, as a “child” that needs care and 

attention from the journalists, and as a “service,” providing information needed for a 

healthy citizenship (pp. 68-72). Zelizer goes on to note that scholars examine journalism 

as a profession, as an institution, as text, as people, and as a practice (pp. 72-76).  

The normative purpose of journalism that has been most widely written about by 

Western media scholars is related to its role in democracy, particularly the U.S.-style 

representative democracy. As Jaroslav Pelikan (2005) writes in the introduction to The 

Press, the practice of democracy requires a “grounding in an educated citizenry (that) is 

indispensable to its thoughtful exercise” (p. xxii). Thus, an informed citizenry is critical 

to a representative democracy. The news media and its journalists are charged with the 

responsibility of providing information to the public that will aid in forming opinions and 

making decisions about its government. Media scholar Michael Schudson (1995) 

described the issue this way: “Without accurate information about the views and values 

of candidates for office, a citizenry cannot cast intelligent ballots; without adequate 

coverage of the operation of government between elections, the attentive populace cannot 

effectively monitor the performances of their chosen representatives” (p. 26).  

The need for an informed populace was felt so strongly by the founders of the 

U.S. democracy that they provided for “freedom of… the press” in the Constitution’s 

First Amendment (Cook, 2005; Schorr, 2005, p. 303). Schorr pointed out that the 

wording in the First Amendment makes the press the only private industry afforded 

constitutional rights. He later cited several important cases in which Supreme Court 



33 
 
supported the press and the public’s right to know, including New York Times vs. 

Sullivan, in which the court ruled that a public official had not been libeled by the Times. 

Media scholar Robert Entman (2005) wrote that the “ideal goal of traditional 

journalism” was “to make power accountable” (p. 48). He outlined core democratizing 

roles of journalism that serve to achieve this goal, which included illuminating four areas 

of knowledge vital to democratic citizenship: policy; power (as conveyed by actions of 

individuals – particularly public officials - and groups); ideology (or philosophical 

perspectives that shape decisions on allocating wealth, status and other resources), and; 

self-interest of individuals’ stakes in political issues or roles in society. 

Yet, the press does not always fulfill its vital role in society, scholars have found, 

for a number of reasons. Those reasons include powerful internal and external influences 

on the news media, including publishers’ influence and other social controls in the 

newsroom (Breed, 1955/1999, p. 79; Sigelman, 1973/1999, p. 85), the news media’s 

increasing turn toward entertainment as news (Hamilton, 2005; Schorr, 2005), an over-

reliance on official sources (Moeller, 2004; Sigal, 1973/1999), as well as the more recent 

consolidation of media ownership (Columbia Journalism Review, 2008). In 1983, 50 

corporations controlled the vast majority of all news media in the U.S.; by 2004, only five 

corporations – Time Warner, Disney, Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation, Bertelsmann, 

and Viacom – controlled most of the media industry in the U.S. (Media Reform 

Information Center, 2008). 

These critiques of the news media are significant when one considers another 

interpretation of the role of journalism offered by Tuchman (1978): Reporters are those 
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who make sense of the world by constructing meanings (p. 87). Tuchman called news a 

“constructed reality” (p. 182). News and the people who write and edit it continually 

shape and assess the meaning of issues and events for the public. Tuchman writes: “By 

imposing… meanings, news is perpetually defining and redefining, constituting and 

reconstituting social phenomena” (p. 184). Culture is a process that involves the way in 

which people make sense of their lives. Thus, culture is an integral part of both the 

product and process of news making. Moreover, journalists and journalistic institutions 

are both part of a larger, dominant culture in society as well as active agents in the 

ongoing process of creating that culture. 

Related to cultural influences within and on the news are values located in the 

news. Gans (1979/1980, p. 40) uncovered several implicit, “enduring” values in his study 

of news over two decades (p. 41), which included: ethnocentrism, altruistic democracy, 

responsible capitalism, small-town pastoralism, individualism, and moderatism (pp. 42-

52). Gans wrote that ethnocentrism, or valuing one’s nation above all others, is evident 

not only in international news coverage, but also in domestic news, which treats problems 

within the system as “deviant cases, with the implication that American ideals, at least, 

remain viable” (p. 42).  Hallin (1986, pp. 116-117) proposed a model with three main 

elements that govern the world of journalism, including: a sphere of consensus, or the 

region where non-controversial social objects such as “motherhood” and “apple pie” are 

located; a sphere of legitimate controversy, where public issues are discussed and 

debated; and a sphere of deviance, where subjects or political actors deemed unworthy of 

being heard are located. Hallin argues that the first sphere of consensus represents values 
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that are upheld by the journalists, who “do not feel compelled either to present opposing 

views or to remain disinterested observers” (p. 117). 

Thus, according to Hallin and other media scholars, it is clear that journalists not 

only play an important role in society, but also that their role is not a neutral one. The role 

is imbued with purpose as well as the perspectives and structures of a society. Yet, if 

journalists are purveyors of information that is vital for the operation and governance of a 

democratic society, shouldn’t they be neutral? In the early 20th century when reporters 

began to professionalize, journalists struggled with this question. They created a set of 

journalistic standards and norms designed to mitigate bias and encourage objectivity and 

accuracy in their work (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2001, p. 72). Norms such as objectivity 

were developed for reporters, Kovach and Rosenstiel wrote, “precisely so that personal 

and cultural biases would not undermine the accuracy of their work” (pp. 81-82). 

Journalism and Professional Norms 

Bennett (2005) described journalism’s professional norms as the “moral 

standards, codes of ethics, and guidelines… that enable journalists to make personal 

decisions” regarding their work (p. 153). Professional values in journalism include 

accuracy, balance, non-priority of profit maximization, democratic accountability or 

holding the government to account, and editorial separation – all of which help to ensure 

that news audiences are able to receive credible information (Entman, 2005, p. 54). The 

Code of Ethics for the Society of Professional Journalists outlines the following tenets of 

the profession: seek truth and report it, minimize harm, act independently, and be 

accountable (Society of Professional Journalists, 1996). The organization states that its 



36 
 
members “believe that public enlightenment is the forerunner of justice and the 

foundation of democracy” (Society of Professional Journalists, 1996, p. 1) 

Objectivity and the Objective Approach 

One of the most widely contested standards of the profession is its call for 

journalistic objectivity. On one hand, many scholars and practitioners generally support 

journalistic objectivity as a norm of the profession. Hence Schudson (2001) describes 

objectivity as the “chief occupational value of American journalism” that “still today 

distinguishes US journalism from the dominant model of continental European 

journalism” (p. 149). Gauthier (1993) defended the concept of objectivity because “the 

end of objectivity in journalism would spell the end of journalism itself” (p. 1). 

Journalists themselves still tend to hold onto the constructs of objectivity, whether they 

specifically use the term or not. For example, the American Society of Newspaper 

Editors continues to name “impartiality” as part of its “Canons of Journalism” (American 

Society of News Editors [ASNE], 2006, p. 1). Other journalistic norms, such as accuracy, 

fairness, and balance, also are attempts to provide unbiased news coverage. More 

recently, news organizations have been setting guidelines for staff members who also 

write personal and professional blogs in order to avoid confusion between editorializing 

and the reporting of “objective” news (Rector, 2008). 

Yet, the concept of journalistic objectivity has become far more contested in 

recent years (Gauthier, 1993; Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2006; Ryan, 2006; Streckfuss, 1990). 

Some scholars and practitioners have argued that this ideal is simply impossible, and 

perhaps not even desirable, to achieve (Hackett & Zhao, 1996; Kinsley, 2006; Kitch, 
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1999; Kovach & Rosenstiel, 2006; Merrill, 1984). Cook (1998) wrote: “I do not share the 

apparent conviction of the part of journalists that they can approximate or even approach 

an objective, unfiltered account of what is going on in the world” (p. 165). Hackett and 

Zhao (1996) outlined multiple reasons why journalists cannot adhere to strict objectivity, 

including powerful external and internal pressures in news production, framing in news 

stories, unintentional biases in the use of language (e.g., “terrorist” vs. “freedom 

fighter”), and the myth that journalists can be detached observers when “media are active 

participants in the social and political world” (p. 49). Other scholars have assailed the 

unintentional distortions caused by journalistic practices designed to encourage 

objectivity, such as the use of credible sources for information that ultimately favor an 

elite perspective, or an attempt to balance perspectives, which can artificially enhance 

marginal viewpoints (Gans, 1979; Fox & Park, 2006; Jamieson & Waldman, 2003; 

McChesney & Nichols, 2002; Tuchman, 1978).  

Faced with such a problematical norm, many scholars have called for a re-

interpretation of the concept of objectivity, one that favors an “objective approach.” Ryan 

(2006) wrote: “Many journalists viewed an objective approach as a way to compensate 

for the human inability to be objective and not simply as a way to ensure neutrality” (p. 

5). Thus, journalists as human beings are not expected to be objective, but their overall 

approach to the craft should be as objective as possible. In an earlier examination of 

objectivity, Ryan (2001, pp. 11-14) considered alternatives to the norm, including: 

existential journalism, in which individual journalists take responsibility as their own 

moral agents, including their own biases and weaknesses; standpoint epistemology, 
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which for reporters means they try to put themselves in the position particularly of people 

in socially marginalized groups in order to better understand and include those 

perspectives in news coverage; and public or civic journalism, which requires journalists 

to participate in the social process to improve public life. El-Nawawy and Iskandar 

(2002) distinguished between current standards of journalistic objectivity and “contextual 

objectivity,” which presents various perspectives on an issue while maintaining the 

values of its audience. As discussed in Chapter 1, Ward (2005) has advocated for “global 

objectivity” (p. 16) that encompasses multiple and diverse perspectives. 

Journalists and Their Sources 

One of the criticisms of the way reporters cover the news is an over-reliance on 

official news sources. Tuchman (1978, pp. 90-93) discussed how news editors determine 

whose perspectives, or whose “truth claims,” would be presented in news stories. During 

political protests in the 1960s, for example, editors would ask themselves, “How many 

people does that guy represent?” Tuchman wrote (p. 91-92). She added: “More 

important, in all the time I’ve spent observing reporters and editors, I’ve never heard 

them challenge the right of an elected or appointed official to make news” (p. 92). Thus, 

if an individual is perceived to represent a large group or the public in general, he or she 

is more likely to have his or her views presented in the news. 

Bennett (2005, p. 163) writes that the relationships between journalists and their 

sources, particularly those they cover on a regular basis, can become based on mutual 

cooperation. Reporters who cooperate with powerful officials often are rewarded with 

flattery and increased confidential information. Journalists themselves become insiders in 
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powerful circles, diminishing their ability to write in a detached way about their sources. 

In addition, news routines, or the patterned, repeated practices reporters use to do their 

jobs, result in a reliance by journalists on their sources to provide information so that they 

can produce news stories on a regular basis (Shoemaker & Reese, 1991/1996, p. 127). 

Shoemaker and Reese concluded that less advantaged sources, or those with little power 

compared to more official sources who are backed by bureaucracies, must conform to the 

media routines if they are to “have a chance of getting into the news” (p. 137). 

Newsgathering and the Definition of “News” 

Reporters not only have to communicate effectively and appropriately with news 

sources who may have perspectives that are different from their own, they also have to 

make judgments about what is “newsworthy,” they must cover and write their news 

stories with that particular focus of “newsworthiness” in mind, and they must answer to 

editors, audiences, and sources in their decision-making about their stories (Gans, 1980; 

Tuchman, 1978). How is “news” defined? It often relates to what will interest potential 

readers and inform them about events and governmental activities of the day. Shoemaker 

and Reese (1991/1996, p. 111) write that news is defined according to news values, such 

as prominence/importance, human interest, conflict/controversy, the unusual, timeliness, 

and proximity. Former journalist and scholar Carole Rich (2005), in a textbook for 

undergraduate journalism students, listed the following criteria to define news: 

timeliness, proximity, unusual nature, celebrities, human interest, conflict, impact, 

helpfulness, entertainment, issues or problems in the community, and trends (pp. 25-30).  
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Gans (1979/1980, pp. 78-79) outlines the following approaches in which news is 

generated and routinized: a journalist-centered approach, or news that is a product of 

professional news judgments; an organizational need approach, or when the stories 

satisfy organizational needs such as commercial imperatives; an event-centered approach, 

or coverage that reflects the actual events of the world; and an external influence 

approach, or forces outside of the industry that affect it such as technology, ideology, 

economics, and culture. The impact of the latter approach is being felt today. Digital 

technologies are changing journalism in a seismic way – so much so that they also affect 

the industry’s economics, structure, storytelling capabilities, and purpose.  

“Converged” Journalism 

The field of journalism is undergoing a revolutionary change, largely due to the 

impact of digital technologies, which allow news content to be produced and distributed 

via the global digital network known as the Internet (Dahlgren, 1996, p. 59). The trend, 

termed “convergence,” has taken on multiple meanings, including “the flow of content 

across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between multiple media industries, and 

the migratory behavior of media audiences who will go almost anywhere in search of the 

kinds of entertainment experiences they want” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 2). Convergence can 

take many forms, including: technical convergence, or the coming together of all forms 

of mediated communication in digital forms; economic convergence, or users accessing 

various products, services and institutions operating integrated platforms, which are the 

underlying hardware or software for a system; and regulatory convergence, or regulatory 

confluence of previously separate industry-based laws (Dupagne & Garrison, 2006, pp. 
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239-240). Gordon (2003) describes convergence in relation to: media ownership; tactics, 

such as sharing content and selling advertising across multiple platforms; structure, such 

as hiring staff with multimedia skills; information gathering, including using multiple 

media tools; and storytelling, or presenting news across various media platforms (pp. 63-

71). Kolodzy (2006) wrote specifically about journalistic convergence (p. 9), or news 

provided online in all formats – print, audio, video, and photographs – and noted the 

phenomenon reshapes coverage in significant ways, from a newspaper reporter 

discussing an issue in an online video to the television weathercaster developing the 

weather page for the newspaper. Journalistic convergence, Kolodzy argues, “requires 

changes in how news organizations think about the news and news coverage, how they 

produce the news, and how they deliver the news” (p. 9). 

A major difficulty confronting news organizations today, however, is that there is 

no clear business model for the new converged media environment. News organizations 

continue to grapple with how to earn revenue from their online operations. Meanwhile, 

print news products in particular are losing revenue and their organizations are shrinking 

dramatically. The Pew Project for Excellence in Journalism, which tracks trends in the news 

industry, wrote that for 2009: “Some of the numbers are chilling. Newspaper ad revenues 

have fallen 23% in the last two years. Some papers are in bankruptcy, and others have 

lost three-quarters of their value. By our calculations, nearly one out of every five 

journalists working for newspapers in 2001 is now gone, and 2009 may be the worst year 

yet” (Pew Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2009, p. 1). In April 2009, the American 

Society of Newspaper Editors dropped “Newspapers” from its name and is now the 
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America Society of News Editors (ASNE, 2009). In addition, the group opened its 

membership to leaders of online news providers. Thus, news organizations are continuing 

to move toward digital technologies, even in the face of economic uncertainty (Greer & 

Mensing, 2006, p. 30). The decision to stay in the new media environment seems to be 

the logical one, since audiences continue to migrate there for news and information (Pew 

Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2009, p. 1). 

Because the influence of the digital media technologies is relatively new and is 

infused with practical implications for individual journalists and the field itself, little has 

been written about the theoretical implications of convergence. As Kolodzy has 

suggested, convergence has resulted in many new forms and processes related to 

journalism, including multimedia journalism, increased interactivity between journalists 

and their audiences, worldwide interconnectedness, blogging, civic journalism, an “on 

demand” culture for new and information, and a consumers-as-producers-and-editors 

model of news (Bruns, 2005; Gordon, 2003; Pew Project for Excellence in Journalism, 

2005, 2008). The ability of users to access the vast amount of information on the Web, 

produce their own content through blogs and other devices, and interact with journalists 

regarding their news stories has loosened traditional journalistic roles such as agenda-

setting and gatekeeping (Dupagne & Garrison, 2006, p. 248). Dahlgren (1996, p. 70) has 

argued that in this changing environment journalism will have to re-position itself, which 

might involve taking on new roles and letting go of old ones. Already, socially-relevant, 

non-journalistic flows of information are available via the World Wide Web, which 

pushes the boundaries between journalistic versus non-journalistic practices and 
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relevancy. Dahlgren envisioned the emergence of new forms of specialized “info-

journalism,” or “hybrids which reside somewhere between the traditional processed 

stories of classical journalism and raw, apparently random data” (p. 70). A related issue is 

the increase in fragmented audiences in the world of cyberspace and how news 

organizations – which increasingly are becoming commodified as part of international 

media conglomerates – can capture those audiences. Public discourse has centered around 

the question of whether traditional print publications will become extinct and, if so, how 

news stories will be gathered and presented in the future. This issue raises questions 

about the future of the watchdog role of journalism in a democracy and the credibility of 

news and information in the public sphere.  

While scholars, journalists and the public in general continue to struggle with 

these crucial issues, two aspects of convergence are having a direct, daily impact on 

newsrooms and journalism education. The first is multimedia journalism and the other is 

blogging, both by private citizens and journalists themselves.  

Multimedia Journalism 

Multimedia, short for “multiple media,” is defined as “using various forms and 

combinations of media – sounds, text, video, animations (and anything else that may 

come along) – and presenting them to users/consumers of that content” (Wilkinson, Grant 

& Fisher, 2009, p. 165). Multimedia journalism has been defined as the “presentation of a 

news story package on a Web site using two or more media formats” (Deuze, 2004, p. 

140). Thus, multimedia journalism is similar to Kolodzy’s conceptualization of 

journalistic convergence. 
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Multimedia journalism enables journalists to tell their stories using a variety of 

media formats, which opens up the potential of using the strength of each format to 

provide more context and information for a story. For example, written articles provide 

detailed and highly complex information in an efficient way and readers can go back to 

the information time and time again; visual and audio formats provide information that is 

immediate and emotional, and takes viewers to the time and place an event occurred; 

online news sites also can provide photo galleries providing more visual representations 

for a news story, as well as charts and other graphics that can help users digest 

information more easily and efficiently (Quinn & Filak, 2005, p. 26-27). In addition, the 

Web offers unlimited space for more content, nonlinear storytelling capabilities, the 

capacity to hyperlink story elements to other texts and graphics so that users can obtain 

more information about a topic if they wish, lower costs of distribution, as well as the 

potential for more interactivity between journalists and users (Gunter, 2003, p. 65; 

Wilkinson, Grant & Fisher, 2009, p. 29).  

The challenges of multimedia journalism include: the need for new training for 

journalists and editors, as well as resistance to the new technologies in newsrooms (Cottle 

& Ashton, 1999, p. 34); structural newsroom changes, including shifts in skills and roles 

(Dupagne & Garrison, 2006, p. 248; Wilkinson, Grant & Fisher, 2009, p. 29); a more 

complex flow of news and information within newsrooms as editors decide which format 

would best tell a story (Wilkinson, Grant & Fisher, 2009, p. 29); increased duties or 

responsibilities overall for reporters and editors (Dupagne & Garrison, 2006, p. 250); 

dissimilar cultures or suspicion among those who work for different mediums (Quinn, 
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2004, p. 117); and the need for journalists to respond to the immediacy of the 24-hour 

news environment facilitated by the Web (Cottle & Ashton, 1999, p. 41). It also may not 

be clear how users are entering the news site due to sites’ multiple entry points, thus 

making interactions with users more complex.  

Blogging 

Another important change in journalism and its newsrooms ushered in by new 

digital technologies is the birth of the Web log or “blogs.” A blog is a “mode of 

publication of grassroots origin that responds to information circulated either by other 

bloggers or by the mainstream media” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 280). Blogs are “periodically 

updated journals, providing online commentary with minimal or no external editing” 

(Drezner & Farrell, 2004, p. 32). They tend to be created by average citizens, who write 

regular commentary for others. However, some blogs and bloggers, known as 

“gatewatchers,” have become watchdogs over journalists and their news content (Bruns, 

2005). One well-known incident of watchdog bloggers involved bloggers fact-checking a 

report by CBS News about former President George W. Bush’s prior National Guard 

service. After anomalies were uncovered in the memos CBS was citing, CBS was forced 

to retract its story and the fallout led to the early retirement of CBS’s news anchor Dan 

Rather (Wilkinson, Grant & Fisher, 2009, p. 99). 

The relationship between journalists and bloggers, however, is not always an 

adversarial or competitive one. Journalists benefit from bloggers because they not only 

fact-check reporters’ work, but sometimes generate news stories. Bloggers have become 

“journalism’s backseat drivers” (Palser, 2005, p. 1). Drezner and Farrell (2004) also 
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argue that blogs serve an agenda-setting purpose for the mainstream media and other 

elites by influencing international policy. They wrote: “For salient topics in global affairs, 

the blogosphere functions as a rare combination of distributed expertise, real-time 

collective response to breaking news, and public opinion barometer… [B]logs 

increasingly serve as a conduit through which ordinary and not-so-ordinary citizens 

express their views on international relations and influence a policymaker’s decision 

making” (p. 34). Today, relatively new sites such as Twitter allow people to send brief, 

real-time text messages to one another and are considered a new form of “micro-

blogging” (Pew Internet & American Life Project, 2009). Thus, blogs represent an 

important expansion of the public sphere, allowing average citizens to participate more 

fully in the larger discourse. 

Blogs are created and operated not only by ordinary citizens, however, but also by 

journalists themselves. Journalists’ blogs, or j-blogs, are sites where reporters relate 

personal accounts of covering stories, discuss topics such as the ethics and purpose of 

journalism, provide links to other stories, and interact with users. Transparency into and 

interactivity with the “authoritative” world of journalism are increased. In many ways, j-

blogs challenge traditional journalistic roles such as the reporter-as-“objective”-observer 

role and they humanize the journalists for the public. However, while j-blogs tend to blur 

the lines of traditional journalistic standards, reporters writing them also are cognizant of 

their position as journalists and tend to maintain a traditional, professional stance 

(Robinson, 2006, p. 81; Singer, 2005, p. 173). Robinson writes: “In the end… j-blogs by 
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mainstream publications remain very much framed in tradition” (p. 81). News 

organizations encourage tradition in their j-blogs.  

Thus, traditional roles of journalism are undergoing tremendous change today, 

and it remains unclear what form and purpose journalism will take in the short- and long-

term future. Yet, every day, news texts are produced and distributed around the world. 

The question of how culture is located in and represented by the news media continues to 

remain a relevant one. The following section will examine representation of cultures in 

the news media in the new, multimedia environment. 

Representation in a Multimedia Context 

Little has been written regarding media representations in the context of 

multimedia journalism. It would seem that multimedia journalism would offer the 

potential for highly contextualized representations because it can provide multiple 

perspectives, given its unlimited space, and it can  make use of various storytelling 

methods, each of which have their strengths in communicating information and providing 

meaning. Yet, research involving multimodal analysis of texts has produced conflicting 

findings regarding the potential for multimedia texts to provide contextualized 

representations of particular subjects. 

For example, two studies that specifically uncover issues related to representation 

in a multimedia context involve self-representations in digital storytelling. One study 

examined self-representations of undocumented immigrants in Ireland, a disenfranchised 

group which does not often get to speak for itself. The study examined whether the 

immigrants’ life stories, often represented by powerful others in oversimplified and 
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utilitarian ways, would, in a multimedia context, open up to reveal multiple truths and 

“more evocative, revelatory pathways for dialogue and understanding” (Alexandra, 2008, 

p. 101). Alexandra wrote that the study was motivated by a yearning to “explore whether 

an analytically imaginative and creative practice of narrating multi-mediated tales, or 

digital stories, can play some role in defying the silencing of experience that occurs when 

our fragmentary, messy lives are reduced to information” (pp. 101-102). The study found 

that the immigrants produced multimedia texts that resituated themselves in relation to 

their lived experiences and actively sought shared authority in narrating their stories (p. 

111). Thus, a more contextual and complete representation was achieved through 

multimedia storytelling methods. 

Another study, however, found that multimedia storytelling still can produce 

narrow representations due to limitations in the production process and the nature of 

multimedia itself. Nelson, Hull and Roche-Smith (2008) conducted an in-depth analysis 

of a self-representation in digital storytelling by a 12-year-old boy in an after-school 

program. They found that the boy changed his narrative in response to adult requests, 

thus he ultimately did not control his own story. The authors also found aspects of 

“fixity” and “fluidity” in the multimedia narrative of the boy’s self-presentation. Fixity 

was demonstrated in the text by a “narrow interpretation of Steven at a fixed time and 

place in his life” (p. 435) and within the confines of a three-minute span, while fluidity 

was revealed because the digital self-representation “grew legs,” and was shown to both 

adults and peers who responded differently to his story. The authors concluded that 

multimedia self-presentation can “fix representations of identity in potent and sometimes 
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narrow and unwanted ways, particularly… where an author lacks full control of the 

means of production and distribution” (pp. 436-437). Moreover, electronically enabled 

multimodal texts, the authors wrote, are different from traditional media in that they are 

highly transportable products and available to a wide audience, which further complicates 

the issue of their representations. A similar effect could occur in the case of journalists 

producing multimedia texts because they are encountering news sources at a particular 

place and time in their lives, the produced texts are easily transportable to a wide 

audience, and the sources do not have control over the content. Audiences using Internet 

search engines would be able to efficiently access the news stories years after an event, 

long after the news sources have moved on with their lives. Thus, representation in a 

multimedia context provides both advantages of increased context and the disadvantages 

associated with fixity, fluidity, and control of the narrative.  

The ways in which journalists represent and perceive the world are related to a 

number of well-researched theoretical concepts. These theories and concepts can be used 

to inform and construct a new model for the cultural competence for journalists. Two key 

theoretical frameworks related to the cultural competence of journalists, the social 

construction of reality and concepts related to social cognition, are discussed below. 

Theoretical Frameworks Employed in This Study 

Two key theoretical concepts that apply to journalists’ current news coverage as 

well as their potential to develop increased cultural competence include the social 

construction of reality and concepts from social psychology. Both social construction of 

reality and concepts relevant to cultural competence in the area of social psychology, 
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including social cognition, schema, attribution, and cognitive complexity, are discussed 

in more detail below. These concepts will be discussed in a linear fashion, with the 

understanding that the questions they attempt to answer and their underlying ideas are 

meant to be integrated in relation to the concept of cultural competence. The concept of 

cultural competence will be examined in more detail in the next chapter. 

Social Construction of Reality 

The theory of social construction of reality argues that “reality” is based on 

perceptions that are constructed by the social or human world. Philosopher and 

phenomenologist Alfred Schutz, who conceptualized the basis for the theory of social 

construction of reality, wrote: 

 The cultural pattern peculiar to a social group functions for its members 
as an unquestioned scheme of reference. It determines the strata of 
relevance for their “thinking as usual” in standardized situations and the 
degree of knowledge required for handling the tested “recipes” (1944, p. 
499).  
 
Schutz based his writings on the definition of reality by the social world on 

Edmund Husserl’s theory of phenomenology, which is concerned with cognitive reality 

embodied in the processes of subjective human experiences (Wagner, 1970). Husserl 

argued that experience and thought provide the way in which we describe the essential 

nature of our world. Husserl (1931) wrote: “The highest generalities stand foremost: 

experience in general, cogitation in general, and these make it possible to give 

comprehensive descriptions of the essential nature of things” (p. 210). Schutz 

(1945/1971) focused on how Husserl’s theory related to the society, the social sciences, 

the sociology of knowledge, and the “world of daily life,” by which Schutz meant, “the 
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intersubjective world which existed long before our birth, experienced and interpreted by 

Others, our predecessors, as an organized world” (p. 208). 

Key aspects related to Schutz’s original argument, as well as further 

developments of the theory that “reality” is constructed by society, include: there is 

“stock knowledge” made up of typifications of the common-sense world; each of us tends 

to accept this ultimately subjective world, often unquestioningly; the common-sense 

“reality” of the world is created through social interactions; “reality” is continually 

produced and reproduced in society; there is no denial that the physical world exists, but 

it is the interpretation of the physical world that can alter the sense of “reality;” 

individuals can make decisions about their common-sense reality, but are influenced by 

their own biological situation as well as their place in space and time (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966; Gergen, 1999; Natanson, 1971; Schutz 1945/1971).  

Thus, an individual’s common-sense view of the world is “subjective,” 

(Natanson, 1971); it “doesn’t serve as a mirror to the world,” rather it perceives what is 

real based on what our social world has constructed (Gergen, 1999, p. 224). Moreover, an 

individual’s social context will influence her or his view of the world, since human 

beings are not all born into the same preconstructed social world. Social scientists Peter 

Berger and Thomas Luckmann (1966) wrote: “What is ‘real’ to the Tibetan Monk may 

not be ‘real’ to an American businessman… It follows that specific agglomerations of 

‘reality’ and ‘knowledge’ pertain to specific social contexts” (pp. 2-3). Berger and 

Luckmann argue that the taken-for-granted “objective reality,” which develops as a 

“natural attitude” by individuals toward the world, is supported in the social world by 
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institutions created to bring social order. These institutions also help to create a social 

reality by spawning mediators of specific sectors, or individuals who are inducted into 

specific areas of stock knowledge. This organization of society is one of the benefits of 

social constructionism, according to Gergen (1999), who writes that a socially 

constructed reality also allows its members to build on ideas and can give rise to action 

when necessary. He links our commonsense knowledge and sense of reality to a shared 

language and communication with others: “We relate, therefore I am!” (p. 221). Some of 

the negative outcomes of social construction of reality, according to Gergen, include that 

alternative viewpoints of reality tend to be ignored, individual thoughts and experiences 

are given insufficient weight and influence, and claims of amorality or relativism can be 

leveled against what seems to be an endorsement of all, often competing, values. Other 

scholars have argued that the impact of social constructionism has been the limiting of 

debate and social science research in general (Cole, 1996; Latour & Woolgar, 1979). 

Journalism scholar Gaye Tuchman added to the discussion when she wrote (1978)  that 

news is a socially constructed phenomenon and argued that journalists fall into the role of 

mediators, amassing mutually self-validating facts so that “one might say the reporters 

thus objectify those phenomena” (p. 87).  

Another important concept in Schutz’s and Husserl’s original arguments is 

“intentionality,” or the intentional character of our thinking related to a specific object. 

Schutz (1945/1971) said that intentionality could be distinguished from the specific 

object and studied as the perception of the specific object. He wrote: “These intentional 

objects are no longer the things of the outer world as they exist and as they really are, but 
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the phenomena as they appear to me” (p. 106). The perceptions and meanings that we and 

others attach to specific objects are what constitute reality, Schutz argued. The concept of 

intentionality is similar to concepts related to social psychology, discussed later in this 

section. Next is a discussion of the effects of the “in-group” and “out-group” 

phenomenon. 

“In-Group” and “Out-Group”  

Another relevant concept within social constructionism is the “in-group” and “out 

group” phenomenon alluded to by Berger and Luckmann. Schutz identified the 

phenomenon (Wagner, 1970), which states that people outside of a particular culture, the 

out-group, do not share the socially constructed reality of people within the culture, the 

in-group.  The two groups can have a great deal of difficulty understanding one another. 

Schutz (1944) wrote that members of an in-group understand the “cultural patterns and 

recipes” (p. 504) of the group. A member of an out-group is left to translate these patterns 

in terms of the cultural patterns if her or his own in-group. Schutz adds that, even with 

the translation, “The stranger cannot assume that his interpretation of the new cultural 

pattern coincides with that current with the members of the in-group” (p. 504). Moreover, 

when those in the in-group are being observed by someone from an out-group, Schutz 

says, it is possible that the out-group member will not understand or will consider the 

ways of the in-group to be inferior. This principle can hold true, even in the relationship 

between two groups that have many things in common (Wagner, 1970, p. 85).  
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“Insiders” and “Outsiders”  

Similar to Schultz’s concept of “in-group” and “out-group,” “insiders” are those 

who are members of a particular culture, and thus have an intimate understanding of the 

codes, rules, and stock knowledge associated with the culture. “Outsiders,” on the other 

hand, like members of an “out-group,” are members of a different “in-group” and do not 

share the same understandings and knowledge of the “insiders.” Merton (1972) related 

“insiders” and “outsiders” to William James’s “distinction between ‘acquaintance with’ 

and ‘knowledge about.’ The one involves direct familiarity with phenomena that is 

expressed in depictive representations, which would relate to the experience of 

“Insiders;” the other involves more abstract formulations which do not at all ‘resemble’ 

what has been directly experienced” (p. 41). The latter description would apply to 

“outsiders.”  

In the case of journalists, the act of reporting news frequently places reporters in 

unfamiliar locations and situations, with people and cultures of which they have had little 

contact or knowledge. Merton (1972) discussed the advantages and disadvantages of 

being an “insider” or an “outsider,” including that “insiders” have been socialized in the 

culture and have a “direct intuitive sensitivity that alone makes empathic understanding 

possible” (p. 15), while “outsiders” have less of a tendency to “glorify the ingroup,” as 

other “insiders” might (p. 18). After unraveling the arguments from either side, Merton 

concluded that “insiders” and “outsiders” each have a valuable perspective and have 

much to learn from one another; in the end, “you have a world of understanding to win” 

(p. 44). 
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A problematic aspect of the discussion of “insiders” and “outsiders” is its binary 

construction, indicating that a given individual is either one or the other. Merton himself 

notes that in structural terms, “we are all, of course, both Insiders and Outsiders,” and 

states that “individuals have not a single status but a status set: a complement of variously 

interrelated statuses which interact to affect both their behavior and perspectives” (p. 22). 

Anthropologists and feminist scholars also have deconstructed this binary view. In 

researching about infertility, feminist scholar Anne Woollett (1996) discusses her and her 

research partner’s own struggles with infertility, which provided them with an “insider’s” 

perspective, yet they also realized through the course of their research that their had a 

“necessarily limited range of experiences, (thus) we could not hope to ‘speak for’ all 

infertile women” (p. 70). Moreover, Woollett also realized that as a result of her research, 

her own position had changed, and that she now considered herself as “childless” rather 

than “infertile” (p. 70). She concluded that, due to her change in position, “it is probably 

more appropriate to position myself as experienced or privileged “Other’, thereby raising 

questions about the usefulness of the Insider/Outsider dualism” (p. 71).  

The following section examines the theoretical concepts related to social 

cognition. Social cognition is another area of study that involves the ways in which 

individuals perceive the world around them. 

Social Cognition 

The theory of social construction of reality addresses at a societal level how 

people interpret the world around them. To examine how people interpret the world at an 

individual level, the area of social cognition offers the most useful theoretical concepts. 
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Social cognition is defined as an approach to understanding social psychological 

phenomena by investigating the cognitive structures and processes by which they operate 

(Hamilton, Devine & Ostrom, 1994, p. 2). It examines how people make sense of 

themselves and others (Fiske & Taylor, 1984, p. 17). This area of study is based on the 

perceived world where people operate as “active constructors of reality, with perception 

being an interaction between what is actually there (the data) and what perceivers bring to 

the situation (expectancies, stereotypes, and perceptual readiness)” (Moskowitz, 2005, p. 

491). Social cognition is not merely a “naïve psychology,” according to Fiske and Taylor 

(1984). Instead, it “entails a fine-grained analysis of how people think about themselves 

and others, and it leans heavily on the theory and methods of cognitive psychology” (pp. 

1-2). In brief, social cognition examines the mental processes related to how we form 

impressions of others, how we explain their behavior, how our attitudes relate to our 

actions, how we store and retrieve information about others, how we resolve conflicts 

among our beliefs, and how our reactions can be tainted by prejudice and stereotypes 

(Adolphs, 1999; Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Kunda, 1999). Social cognition research related to 

the mass media includes how cognitive styles influence responses to mass media 

messages (Mendelson & Thorson, 2004) and news photographs (Mendelson, 2004), how 

racial minorities are stereotyped in the mass media (Dixon, 2000), and how children 

respond to television shows (Lesser, 1974).  

This area of study is relevant to research into the cultural competence of 

journalists because journalists form impressions of others and often explain the behavior 

of others to mass audiences. Another important aspect of social cognition for cultural 
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competence, one that is similar to social construction, is its notion that behavior is more 

usefully understood as a function of people’s perceptions of the world than as a function 

of objective descriptions of the world (Fiske & Taylor, 1984). More culturally competent 

journalists also would be aware of their own cognitive impulses when encountering and 

interacting with others. Also important to the concept of cultural competence, as well as 

journalism and journalism education, is the idea that cognitive processes can change over 

time. This notion lends support to the idea that journalists can be trained to become more 

culturally competent. Lastly, social cognition researchers have closely examined the 

formulation and maintenance of stereotypes (Fiske & Taylor, 1984), and these 

explanations are useful and relevant to help develop more culturally competent 

journalists. A more detailed look at schema and stereotyping is discussed below.  

Schema and Stereotypes 

A basic cognitive element in people’s understanding of themselves and others 

involves schema, or a proposed organizational structure for one’s knowledge about others 

(Moskowitz, 2005). Fiske and Taylor (1984) define schema as “a cognitive structure that 

represents one’s general knowledge about a given concept or stimulus domain” (p. 13). 

Schemata also can be referred to as culturally determined cognitive categories (Jones, 

1998, p. 17). The concept is similar to another concept frequently used in cultural 

competence research: world view, a theoretical model that relates to one’s psychological 

orientation in life and help to determine how one thinks, behaves, makes decisions, and 

defines events (Kohl, 2005). Broadly defined, world view relates to how a person 

perceives his or her relationship to the world, including nature, institutions, other people 
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and things (D. W. Sue, 1981). Schema and world view are similar to social construction 

because they relate to how people construct a reality for perceiving life events (Kohl, 

2005). However, world view and schema differ in that world view is a broad concept that 

takes into account value orientations and value emphasis (Ibrahim & Kahn, 1987, p. 164), 

while schema specifically involves cognition, i.e., the mental structures and thinking 

processes the help us to understand our world and our interactions with others (Devine, 

Hamilton & Ostrum, 1994, p. 2).  

A key aspect of schema is that it is abstract, that is, our knowledge about others is 

stored in a conceptual form rather than from specific examples. Fiske and Taylor, authors 

of Social Cognition (1984), one of the first important textbooks on the subject, offered as 

an example of schema the general abstraction associated with a politician, i.e., that they 

are “untrustworthy, self-serving, and ingratiating, but also sociable and outgoing” (p. 

141). Schemata help us to organize new information, store memory for old information 

and develop “inferences that go beyond both,” according to Fiske and Taylor (p. 139). 

Schemata develop as people gather information over time and form general expectations 

about how the social world works. Schemata not only organize information, they also 

assume relationships and rules about aspects of people or things outside of ourselves, as 

well as guide what one remembers (Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Moskowitz, 2005). Thus, 

schemata represent an important influence on our perceptions; that is, what we see and 

what we think we see. They are part of an “active construction of reality” that helps us to 

predict and control our world (Fiske & Taylor, 1984, p. 141).  
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Moskowitz (2005, pp. 160-163) describes many different types of schemata, 

including: self schema, or knowledge related to ourselves; role and relational schema, 

which provide knowledge related to social categories like gender or age, as well as norms 

for specific categories such as occupations; event schema, which provide scripts that are 

entered into once certain preconditions are met; and news schema. News schema refers to 

the “superstructure” of news reports, or the way in which reports are organized in format 

and context (Van Dijk, 1991, pp. 114-115). Another type of schema is group schema, 

which is related to the influence of intergroup relations on situations and events (Betz & 

Fry, 1995). Betz and Fry, in a study examining intergroup conflict, write about the group 

schema hypothesis, which argues that interactions among groups activate a group schema 

that creates expectations of untrustworthiness or conflict, and this, in turn, leads to 

competitive behavior between groups (Betz & Fry, 1995, p. 352; Insko, Schopler, Hoyle, 

Dardis, & Graetz, 1990, p. 69). Expectations of conflict activate competitiveness not only 

between groups, but among group members. The findings of the group schema studies 

are similar to the phenomena described by Schutz (1944), Allport (1954), and Fiske and 

Taylor (1984) about in-groups and out-groups, in which members of the in-group tend to 

be viewed positively and receive loyalty, while members of the out-group tend to be 

rejected and perceived with distrust.  

Group schema plays a role in cultural competence because individuals operate 

within groups: as journalists, as members of a neighborhood, as members of a particular 

country or various cultures. According to group schema, constructed expectations by the 

group influence how the group members interact with and think about members of 
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another group. News schema help dictate what information reporters provide to the 

audience first. Role schema also would apply to journalists, as role schema involves the 

cognitive structures that organize one’s knowledge about appropriate professional norms 

and behavior (Fiske & Taylor, 1984, p. 159). Fiske and Taylor wrote that journalists need 

to be aware of their own group schema, role schema, and news schema to avoid falling 

into biases created by abstracted, constructed expectations that are not based on 

experience with individual members of the group (pp. 159-160). They also need to be 

aware of how others may perceive them.  

The usefulness of schema and other concepts studied in the area of social 

cognition is that they ease the processing of enormous amount of stimuli that people 

encounter in their daily lives (Allport, 1954; Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Moskowitz, 2005). 

Rather than process stimuli individually – an overwhelming prospect – the human mind 

must think with the aid of categories, which form the basis for normal prejudgment 

(Allport, 1954, p. 20). Categories not only simplify and order our lives, they maximize 

efficiency in our thinking (Allport, 1954, p. 21; Fiske & Taylor, 1984, p. 12). We seek 

efficiency in our thinking in large part because of our restrictive capacities, known as the 

principle of limited capacity, and our desire to exert a minimal effort to think and 

perceive, or the principle of least effort (Allport, 1954, p. 173; Moskowitz, 2005, pp. 174-

176). The hazard of simplifying and categorizing, of course, is that people will 

oversimplify and overgeneralize about other human beings, often with negative and 

sometimes tragic results. 
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A well-known form of oversimplifying about other human beings is known as 

stereotyping. The term “stereotype” was used early on by journalist Walter Lippmann 

(1922), who wrote: “For the most part we do not first see, and then define, we define first 

and then see. In the great blooming, buzzing confusion of the outer world we pick out 

what our culture has already defined for us, and we tend to perceive that which we have 

picked out in the form stereotyped for us by our culture” (p. 54-55). Psychology scholar 

Gordon W. Allport, in his seminal work, The Nature of Prejudice (1954), defined a 

stereotype as “an exaggerated belief associated with a category. It function is to justify 

(rationalize) our conduct in relation to that category” (p. 191, parentheses author’s). 

Moskowitz (2005) defines stereotypes as “expectancies about a social group, and about 

the extent to which the group’s probable behaviors, features, and traits can be generalized 

from the group to individual members of the group” (p. 439). 

 Role schemata in particular play a “critical role” in explaining stereotypes, 

according to Fiske and Taylor (1984, p. 165). The two write that categorizing others leads 

to exaggerating perceived differences between groups and minimizing perceived 

differences within each group, which is similar to the in-group/out-group phenomenon (p. 

165). Thus, in-groups and out-groups also play a role in role schema. If people are given 

simple information relative to their in-group or out-group, they will tend to polarize, that 

is, members of in-groups are expected to be similar to self and to have positive attributes, 

while the out-group is perceived as inferior, as adversaries, as competitive, and as 

different from one’s own group (Fiske & Taylor, 1984, p. 166). If journalists engage in 

the use of stereotypes, they can contribute to the polarization process by passing on 
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exaggerations or expectancies to their audiences. This influence can be particularly acute 

if the audiences have had no other contact with the social group (Linville, 1998, p. 428; 

Lippmann, 1922).  

The use of stereotypes, which tend to be activated unconsciously, can be 

controlled by creating alternative schemata or by increasing individual contact between 

in-group and out-group members (Fiske & Taylor, 1984, p. 166), or by becoming aware 

of and rooting out the cognitive and behavioral responses to the stereotyped groups 

(Moskowitz, 2005, p. 512). Schemata and stereotypes are most likely to change when 

undeniable discrepant information is available or when particularly fitting instances of 

discrepancies are dispersed among the stereotyped population (Fiske & Taylor, 1984, p. 

178). For example, Fiske and Taylor write, stereotypes of construction workers are likely 

to change when one is “encountering a crew in which one member likes Verdi, another 

writes sonnets, another cooks gourmet food, and another is earning money for law 

school” versus encountering one construction worker who embodies all of these attributes 

(p. 178). 

Changing schemata and controlling stereotypes requires a high level of motivation 

and effortful thinking (Moskowitz, 2005, p. 512). Psychology scholar F. C. Bartlett wrote 

(1932) that “consciousness’” is what allows a man to “turn round upon his own 

schemata” (p. 301). Yet certain conditions – such as time pressure, multitasking, and 

serving goals other than objectivity and accuracy – can inhibit the control of stereotypes, 

according to Moskowitz. Time pressure and multitasking are certainly aspects of working 

as a journalist. However, Moskowitz also argues that the regular pursuit of controlling 
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stereotypes will over time require less and less effort, which “leads these activities to 

become almost invisible, despite the initial effort required” (p. 512). The strong 

motivation to overcome stereotyping for journalists could come from their desire to 

adhere to the journalistic norms of accuracy and an objective approach to news coverage. 

Thus, schemata that lead to categorizing and stereotyping can be controlled. Another 

form of schema, attribution, is examined in the following section. 

Attribution Theory 

Attribution relates to how people explain how and why things happen (Jaspers, 

Hewstone & Fincham, 1983, p. 3). Attributions are based on the schema we carry in our 

heads and, like schema, people rely on attributions as a way to predict and control their 

environment (Heider, 1958). Attribution also is important to the study of cultural 

competence of journalists because it concerns the way in which we explain the behavior 

of others. Generally, there are two types of attribution: internal attribution, which 

involves assigning causality to factors within a person, and external attribution, which 

involves assigning causality to an outside agent or force (Booth-Butterfield, 2007; Fiske 

& Taylor, 1984; Weiner, 1980). Generally, people will interpret their environment in 

such a way as to maintain a positive self-image. For example, in the case of success or 

failure, people will tend to attribute external causes as reasons for their failures, while 

attributing successes to their internal capabilities (Booth-Butterfield, 2007).  

Weiner (1980), in his early research on attribution, found that attribution guides 

one’s feelings about a particular set of events, while one’s emotional reactions to these 

events drive and direct one’s behavior. Stereotyping, once again, can be an outcome of 
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the activation of these feelings and behaviors. For example, research on sex-role 

stereotypes suggests that gender and task characteristics play a role in how one attributes 

success or failure, or behavior in general (Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Jaspars, Hewstone & 

Fincham, 1983). Success for women may be attributed to more external influences, such 

as hard work, rather than internal influences, such as intelligence. Attribution as it relates 

to messages in the media has resulted in inconsistent findings. Some researchers have 

found media texts to contribute to the public’s attributions of the causes of social 

problems, particularly due to the way the media frame an issue (Iyengar, 1991, p. 127; 

Kahneman & Tversky, 1984, p. 343). Other media scholars have found that media texts 

such as photographs do not have a significant effect on people’s attributions, although 

news stories did (Mendelson, 1999, p. 193).  

Overall, even though attribution research has produced inconsistent findings, it 

remains an important concept when one is explaining others, including their success or 

failure, motivation, perception, causality, and behavior (Fiske & Taylor, 1984; Weiner, 

1980), all of which are common tasks for journalists. Like social construction and other 

concepts in social cognition, attribution influences how we, as journalists and audiences, 

explain and make sense of others. Cultural competence comes into play when one is able 

to represent or explain cultural differences and nuances without stereotyping or allowing 

one’s own schema to overly influence the way that one explains others.  

Cognitive Complexity 

Like schema and attribution, cognitive complexity also relates to the way in 

which individuals construct reality and organize knowledge (McDaniel & Lawrence, 
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1990, p. 12). Cognitive complexity also may help to mitigate some of the problems 

associated with schema and attribution, such as stereotyping. Cognitive complexity 

assesses an individual’s level of complexity in thinking and abstraction. Researchers in 

this area attempt to describe the processes by which individuals perceive and construct 

interpretations of situations that are uncertain, ambiguous, or cannot be addressed with a 

preformed response (McDaniel & Lawrence, 1990, p. 12). Within this concept, lower-

level cognition is characterized by simple explanations and descriptions, while higher-

level thinking creates explanations through more highly complex cause-and-effect 

descriptions (McDaniel & Lawrence, 1990).  

Persons who are high in cognitive complexity are able to analyze or differentiate a 

situation into many constituent elements, and then explore connections and potential 

relationships among the elements; they are multidimensional in their thinking (Streufert 

& Swezey, 1986). While people who are lower on the complexity continuum can be 

taught a complex set of detailed distinctions for a specific context, highly complex people 

are very flexible in creating new distinctions in new situations. William G. Perry, Jr. 

(1970), studied levels of thinking and abstraction in students at Harvard University and 

found that there is a basic progression in complexity of thought (p. v). He developed nine 

developmental positions of cognitive complexity, which characterize the development of 

intellectual maturity (McDaniel & Lawrence, 1990, p. 14). The lowest position on Perry’s 

continuum involves a basic duality in which the student construes issues of truth and 

morality in terms of a sweeping and unconsidered differentiation between in-group and 

out-group (e.g., the familiar world and the unfamiliar world) (Perry, 1970, p. 59). From 
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there, the student grows to perceive diversity in opinion and comes to understand 

knowledge and values are contextual rather than right or wrong. In the later positions on 

the continuum, the student, now able to grasp ambiguity, comes to take responsibility for 

himself or herself and makes a personal commitment within a relativistic world 

(McDaniel & Lawrence, 1990, pp. 14-15; Perry, 1970, pp. 57-176).  

Being able to create new distinctions, remain flexible, and understand complex 

constituent elements of a situation are valuable skills in cultural competence. In fact, the 

inability to think in complex ways is related to some of the problems associated with 

schema: stereotyping due to the principles of limited capacity and least effort in one’s 

thinking. Allport (1954, p. 175) wrote that the cognitive processes of prejudiced people 

are in general different from the cognitive processes of tolerant people. Research shows, 

Allport said, that a prejudiced person is prone to two-value judgments is uncomfortable 

with differentiated categories and cannot tolerate ambiguity, while the opposite is true for 

a tolerant person (p. 175). The tolerant personality, Allport said, is “marked by greater 

differentiation of categories, by greater tolerance for ambiguity, by a greater readiness to 

admit ignorance, and by a habitual skepticism concerning monopolistic categories” (p. 

175). Today, cognitive complexity is being used to evaluate the level of complex thinking 

in a variety of areas, including in the interplay of news frames on the complexity of 

individuals’ cognitive responses (Shah, Kwak, Schmierbach & Zubric, 2004).  

The relation of cognitive complexity to cultural competence is clear: the more 

highly complex the person’s abilities are in processing information, the more able he or 

she will be to transcend their own and their group’s biases and consider new 
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understandings. As Streufert and Swezey state (1986, p. 220), cognitively complex 

people, compared with less complex people, tend to be more open to new information, 

hold more moderated attitudes, are more open to disconfirming information and adjust 

their thinking accordingly, search more effectively for information, tend to perceive 

others more accurately and effectively, and more accurately discern others’ intent and 

strategies. These descriptors would apply to those who are culturally competent. 

Cognitive complexity is related to schema and attribution because it is related to how 

people create and interpret meaning, and it includes the tendency of people to bring 

expectations to a situation. People with a higher level of cognitive complexity will 

become aware of their expectations and be able to transform them into new forms of 

expectations (Perry, 1970).  

Perry’s model of intellectual development, which, as stated earlier, ranges from 

perceiving the world in polar, black-and-white terms to orienting and positioning oneself 

in a relativistic world and to a commitment to an identity, has implications for educating 

journalism students to be more culturally competent. How students are grouped, selected, 

and guided in a journalism program could be related to where they were in their 

intellectual development, according to Perry. Important to the instructional process is a 

particular turning point when students transition from the conception of knowledge as a 

quantitative “rightness” to a conception of knowledge as a qualitative assessment of 

contextual observations and relationships. College students, while perceived to be a 

relatively homogenous group, in fact vary widely in terms of “the ways in which they 

construe the nature of knowledge, the origin of values, the intentions of instructors, and 
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their own responsibilities. The implications for the conduct of education are appalling, 

but there they are” (Perry, 1970, p. 215). Perry concluded that the process of intellectual 

growth takes courage on the part of the student at each stage of the process. I would argue 

that the process of intellectual growth parallels the growth necessary to become culturally 

competent. Cultural competence requires that one become comfortable with ambiguity, 

with a process view of culture and change, and with an understanding that notions of 

truth are relative, depending upon one’s place in the world.  

In sum, concepts from the field of social psychology are relevant to the ways in 

which journalists perceive the world and report it to their audiences. The theoretical 

concepts also are related to the concept of cultural competence, both in how cultural 

competence is conceptualized and how it is measured. Insights gained from how 

journalists attribute qualities to the groups that they cover and how their group schema is 

reflected in news text could reveal areas in which they need to strengthen their cultural 

competence. In addition, social cognition research, particularly studies related to 

cognitive complexity, could aid in structuring journalism education curricula to improve 

students’ abilities in the area of cultural competence.  

Social Constructionism, Social Cognition, and Crime in the News 

An area of news reporting that has been closely examined by media scholars in 

relation to coverage of racial minorities and urban areas is crime news. Coverage of 

crime by the mainstream media has been a part of the news norms established as far back 

as the 1830s (Chermak, 1994, p. 95). Chermak argues that news organizations have 

routinized coverage of crime, so that the coverage operates efficiently and crime news is 
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continually covered “regardless of how the amount of crime in the news is justified” (p. 

125). Moreover, the news media, which tend to compete for the same audiences, “reflect 

a narrow topical and selection criteria of significance and relevance to the concerns of 

their audiences” (Barak, 1994, p. 10). Under this scenario, Barak writes: “Blacks, 

Hispanics, and other ‘minorities’ such as Asians and Middle-Easterners are generally 

under-represented in the ‘good news.’ However, when it comes to ‘bad news,’ which is 

often thought to be more newsworthy than ‘good news,’ black and other ethnic minorities 

are more likely to be identified in negative contexts (e.g. crime)” (Barak, 1994, p. 10).  

News stories about crime in particular tend to reflect evidence of social 

constructionism, attribution error, schema and stereotyping. Crime stories are certainly 

not the only news stories in which social constructionism, attribution, and stereotyping 

are evident (See Dovidio & Gaertner, 1986; Gamson, Croteau, Hoynes & Sasson, 1992; 

Kian, 2008; Tuchman, 1978). Yet evidence of these phenomena has been well 

documented by scholars investigating how journalists handle the subject of race and 

crime in the news. Allport (1954) noted more than 50 years ago that several studies found 

that newspapers in their coverage of African-Americans tended to carry a heavy 

concentration of crime news, but “slight attention to achievement” (p. 201). Noting that 

the race of a perpetrator of a crime can be justified in that it helps the reader form a 

mental image, makes the story easier to read, or provides information, Allport added, 

however: “From the reporter’s point of view this practice may have no deeper basis in 

prejudice. His motives are harmless. Yet so frequently to associate Negro with crime is 

bound to leave a lasting effect on readers, particularly if this association is not offset by 
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news items favorable to the colored group” (p. 201). The image of African-Americans in 

society becomes distorted by unbalanced news coverage. In a study of local television 

news stories about crime in Philadelphia, evidence of ethnocentrism and ethnic blame 

was uncovered. The study examined coverage of crime on three local television stations 

in 1994, and found that persons of color were heavily presented in stories about crime 

and were more likely to be presented as perpetrators rather than victims or persons 

reacting to the crime (Romer, Jamieson & de Coteau, 1998). The study’s authors 

compared the coverage with recent homicide rates in the city and found further that, 

contrary to a realistic-conflict model, white actors were overrepresented in the television 

news stories as victims of violence compared to their roles as perpetrators, and persons of 

color were overrepresented as perpetrators of violence against white actors. The study’s 

authors concluded: “These patterns were consistent with the hypothesis that the news 

media engage in a discourse of ethnic blame that is independent of realistic group 

conflict” (p. 286). 

Summary 

In sum, for a variety of reasons, including those related to social constructionism, 

individual social cognition, and institutional and professional norms, journalists reporting 

on perspectives other than their own often include misrepresentations about the “Other” 

in their news texts. These misrepresentations are passed on to readers, who may have 

little direct experience with the people and perspectives involved and no understanding of 

the context for these perspectives, and thus may incorporate the distorted information into 

their thinking and opinions. With the wide range of complications associated with 



71 
 
representation, culture, and convergence, it is clear that journalists and the field of 

journalism are facing major challenges in their work today. The next chapter discusses 

how cultural competence might be used to respond to some of those challenges.  
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CHAPTER 3 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE: CULTURAL COMPETENCE 

Clinical psychologist and scholar Stanley Sue wrote more than a decade ago that 

“Cultural competence is one of the most discussed concepts among scholars and 

practitioners interested in ethnic minority issues” (Sue, 1998, p. 440). Since the concept 

came to the fore in the 1980s and 1990s, it has developed strong roots within several 

professional communities, including nursing, public health, pharmacology, psychology, 

education, social work, public relations, government, and business (Craig, Hull, Haggart, 

& Perez-Selles, 2000; D’Andrea, Daniels, and Heck, 1991; Doutrich & Storey, 2004; 

Freitag, 2002; Giger, Davidhizar, & Fordham, 2006; Leiba-O’Sullivan, 1999; Rudd & 

Stack, 2006). Georgetown University’s Center for Child and Human Development now 

features a National Center for Cultural Competence, which provides “national leadership 

and contributes to the body of knowledge on cultural and linguistic competence within 

systems and organizations” (National Center for Cultural Competence, 2009). In 2000, 

the National Association of Social Workers developed a policy that “charges social 

workers with the ethical responsibility to be culturally competent” (p. 7). Six years later, 

the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Substance Abuse & Mental Health 

Services Administration developed a Federal Action Agenda, which includes the pledge 

to “initiate a project to examine cultural competence in behavioral health care education 

and training programs” and to ensure training programs “explicitly include cultural 

competence in their curricula and training experiences” (U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, 2006). Medical education and research programs also are increasingly 
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offering training programs related to cultural competence, and many health care 

professional organizations have sponsored conferences devoted to the topic (Betancourt, 

Green, Carrillo, & Ananeh-Firempong II, 2003; Johnston & Herzig, 2006; University of 

Arizona Health College of Nursing, 2004; University of Kentucky College of Health 

Sciences, 2009). 

Given the growing interest in this relatively new concept, this chapter examines 

the subject of cultural competence in detail. It first focuses on the concept of culture, 

including how it is defined, particularly by scholars in cultural anthropology, how culture 

relates to journalism and the media, and how it is conceptualized for the purposes of this 

study. Next, the ways in which cultural competence currently is conceptualized and 

defined are examined, followed by key critiques of the concept. The discussion continues 

with a look at current measures of the concept and an examination of how cultural 

competence is distinguished from similar concepts such as intercultural communication, 

communication competence, cultural communication competence, and intercultural 

communication competence, as well as cross-cultural skills and communication. The next 

section offers a conceptualization of cultural competence for this study, then discusses 

the usefulness of the concept in the case of journalists. The final section outlines gaps in 

the current literature related to the topic, followed by the research questions formulated 

for this study.  

The Concept of Culture 

The notion of culture is extremely broad and its conceptualizations have differed 

over time. In Keywords (1976), philosopher Raymond Williams wrote that culture “is one 



74 
 
of the two or three most complicated words in the English language” (p. 87). The term is 

difficult to define, Williams wrote, because of its intricate historical development, as well 

as its use as an important concept in several different intellectual disciplines and in 

several distinct and incompatible systems of thought. These disciplines include 

anthropology, sociology, history, psychology, and, increasingly, communication.  

Williams (1976, p. 87) noted that early use of the word “culture” involved a 

process, a tending of something, usually crops or animals. The term later took on a 

metaphorical use relating to what could be termed “human tending,” as well as to the 

extension of particular processes of cultivation to a general process of cultivation. Later, 

Williams wrote, the term began to connote works and practices of intellectual and artistic 

activity, including music, literature, painting, and sculpture. Kroeber and Kluckhohn 

(1952) wrote that the term “culture” slowly came to be used in place of “civilization,” 

with the two terms often trading connotations such as associations with material products 

and technology or associations with higher values or enlightenment (p. 15).   

Important to the discussion of cultural competence is a shift in use of the term 

“culture” in the late 18th Century. Williams wrote that at that time criticism had started 

over European Imperialism and the domination over people across the globe. One critic 

was German philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder, who argued against the notion of 

a “superior” European culture spreading across the world and countered that discussions 

of culture instead should focus on different cultures, in the plural. The plural form of the 

word, according to Williams’ reading of Herder, was to be applied not only to “the 
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specific and variable cultures of different nations and periods, but also the specific and 

variable cultures of social and economic groups within a nation” (Williams, 1967, p. 89).  

Since the 18th century, use of the term “culture” has become widespread, with 

various scholarly disciplines defining the concept in distinct ways. In history and cultural 

studies, according to Williams, the reference to culture was primarily toward signifying 

or symbolic systems, while in archeology and cultural anthropology, reference to the 

culture initially indicated material production (p. 91). More recently, cultural 

anthropologists and other scholars have shifted their conceptualization of culture toward 

one that involves the ways in which people create meaning (Geertz, 1973, p. 5; Rosaldo, 

1993, p. 26). For example, cultural studies scholar Stuart Hall (1997) writes about culture 

in terms of “shared meanings” (p. 18), adding: “Primarily, culture is concerned with the 

production and the exchange of meanings…. To say that two people belong to the same 

culture is to say that they interpret the world in roughly the same ways” (p. 2). During the 

last two decades, anthropologists have been re-conceptualizing the concept of culture, 

and their more recent conceptualizations help to inform the framework for cultural 

competence in this study.  

Culture and Cultural Anthropology 

Scholars in cultural anthropology initially embraced the definition of culture 

forwarded by Edward Burnett Tylor in Primitive Culture (1874): “Culture, or civilization, 

taken in its wide, ethnographic sense, is that complex whole which includes knowledge, 

belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as 

a member of society” (p. 1). Tylor’s conception of culture as “a complex whole” and 
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“acquired as a member of society” (p. 1) led anthropologists to study the concept in terms 

of generalized patterns or a systematic body of learned behavior which is transmitted 

from parents to children (Mead, 1934/1959, p. vii).  

Over time, culture was conceived of as a total way of life, a way of thinking, 

feeling, believing, an abstraction from behavior (Geertz, 1973, pp. 4-5), as well as 

customs, traditions, rules, plans, recipes, instructions, or control mechanisms (Geertz, 

1973, p. 44). Geertz (1973) artfully described culture as a way of creating meaning, as 

“webs of significance (man) himself has spun” (p. 5). He discusses culture in semiotic 

terms, as “interworked systems of construable signs” with culture acting as “a context, 

something within which they can be intelligibly – that is, thickly – described” (p. 14). 

Thus, culture is a process that is learned, constructed, and contextual. It is public and 

open to observation, study, and interpretation. Anthropologist Renato Rosaldo 

(1989/1993) wrote that culture refers “broadly to the forms through which people make 

sense of their lives… Culture encompasses the everyday and the esoteric, the mundane 

and the elevated, the ridiculous and the sublime. Neither high nor low culture is all-

pervasive” (p. 26). British anthropologist Adam Kuper (1999, pp. 226-229) identified 

several areas of consensus about culture, including that culture is not a matter of race; it 

is learned, not carried in our genes; and it is “essentially a matter of ideas and values, a 

collective cast of mind,” which is expressed as a symbolic system and appears “in an 

almost infinitely variable range of forms” (p. 227). The challenge for the person studying 

and interpreting a particular culture, according to Geertz (1973), is unknotting the 

multiplicity of complex conceptual structures, grasping them, and rendering them to 
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others. He described this process as “thickly” described (p. 14).  One could argue that the 

role of interpreting, grasping, and rendering cultures to others is the work not only of 

anthropologists and other scholars studying cultures, but also of journalists reporting on 

diverse communities within the United States and abroad.  

Thus, during the past few decades, anthropologists have been shifting away from 

broad conceptualizations of culture, such as shared language, histories, structural issues, 

and certain beliefs, values or patterns of behavior. While these aspects of culture are 

acknowledged by anthropologists, their sole use as a way to conceptualize culture is 

contested as hegemonic and “essentialist,” or relying on overly generalized descriptions, 

behaviors, or patterns and treating these characteristics as though they are innate or a 

fixed quality of the people in a particular culture. An example of an anti-essentialist view 

of culture provided by language studies scholars Holliday, Hyde and Kullman (2004) 

focuses on “the complexity of culture as a fluid, creative social force which binds 

different groupings and aspects of behaviour in different ways, both constructing and 

constructed by people in a piecemeal fashion to produce myriad combinations and 

configurations” (p. 3). Rather than discussing the concept of a single national culture, the 

authors wrote, an anti-essentialist view of culture would acknowledge that “people can 

belong to and move through a complex multiplicity of cultures both within and across 

societies” (p. 4). Rosaldo (1989/1993, pp. 27-28) also writes about culture in anti-

essentialist ways, arguing that early conceptualizations of culture “emphasized shared 

patterns at the expense of processes of change and internal inconsistencies, conflicts, and 

contradictions” (p. 28). While culture involves structure and cultural practices that 
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conform to codes and norms (Rosaldo, 1989/1993, p. 102), human agency also needs to 

be taken into account. People tend to improvise their lives, Rosaldo wrote, often acting 

relative to their “desires, plans, whims, strategies, moods, goals, fantasies, intentions, 

impulses, or gut feelings” (p. 103). People within a particular culture also carry and 

express multiple identities, which will vary and/or be negotiated in different settings and 

circumstances (Witteborn, 2007, p. 572). Thus, the conceptualization of culture as a 

concept became increasingly complex. 

Moreover, some media and cultural scholars have argued that culture has never 

been a pure entity, but a hybrid mix of internal and external influences and adaptations 

that are currently taking place and have been taking place throughout history (Darling-

Wolf, 2000; Garcia-Canclini, 1995; Kraidy, 2004, 2005; Morris, 1995, 2002). 

Anthropologists’ early emphasis on the “local” in their study of culture tended to de-

emphasize external influences on local culture, such as global and local-to-local 

influences, according to Kraidy (2005, pp. 154-155). Kraidy conceived of the local-to-

local influences on local culture as “translocality” (p. 155), a concept that de-centers the 

argument common in globalization research that the West tends to dominate cultural 

influences around the world. Thus, culture is and always has been open to influences and 

in a constant state of flux. As anthropologist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (1999) noted: 

“Simply put, culture alive is always on the run, always changeful” (p. 355). Change and 

the blending of cultures increased rapidly at the end of the 20th century, with 

globalization and technologies such as the worldwide web bringing people all over the 

globe in closer contact with one another. Thus, the concept of culture also came to be 
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deterritorialized. Anthropologist Ulf Hannerz (1990, p. 238) wrote: “Historically we have 

been used to thinking of cultures as distinctive structures of meaning and meaningful 

form usually closely linked to territories, and of individuals as self-evidently linked to 

particular such cultures” (p. 238). Today, however, Hannerz argues that social 

relationships and cultures tend not to be confined to particular areas of physical space. He 

writes: “In our time especially, we can contrast in gross terms those cultures which are 

territorially defined (in terms of nations, regions, or localities) with those which are 

carried as collective structures of meaning by networks more extended in space, 

transnational or even global. This contrast… suggests that cultures, rather than being 

easily separated from one another as the hard-edged pieces in a mosaic, tend to overlap 

and mingle” (p. 239). Another view is presented by Benedict Anderson (1983), who 

argued that territories such as nations, which have been linked to culture, represent 

“imagined” communities, in that the people within them live in the belief that they are 

connected when in fact most will never have contact with one another (pp. 6-7). 

In addition, the study of culture itself has been called subjective and open to 

challenge. Anthropologist James Clifford (1986) wrote that anthropologists, rather than 

conducting research and discovering the “truth” about the “Other,”1 create subjective 

representations of others. He concluded that “all truths are constructed” and that 

anthropological studies in reality represent “true fictions” that are “inherently partial – 

committed and incomplete” (pp. 6-7). All knowledge is situated; a researcher’s 

perspective is positioned according to her or his location in the social, political, and – 

important to the concept of cultural competence – cultural environment. Other scholars 
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have argued that that the study of culture has tended to focus on differences and a 

distancing of self from the “Other,” which can imply a hierarchical relationship between 

the researcher and those she or he studies. Anthropologist Lila Abu-Lughod (1991) 

reflected this criticism when she challenged anthropology’s assumption of a 

“fundamental distinction” between “Self” and “other” (p. 137), which tended to “enforce 

separations that inevitably carry a sense of hierarchy” (pp. 137-138), and argued that 

anthropologists write “against” culture. Other scholars have acknowledged the inherent 

asymmetrical relationship between researchers and those they research (Darling-Wolf, 

2004; Spivak, 1988), but also argue that those being studied often do not have access to 

the resources that would allow their voices to be added to the public discourse. Thus, it is 

sometimes better for researchers to speak for those who do not have access to 

communication technologies and other resources that would allow their voices to be 

heard. The same could be said for journalists producing texts for the news media.  

Discussions of asymmetrical relationships and representing others carry 

implications of the political influences that affect the debate and conceptualizations about 

culture. Kuper (1999, p. 228) argues that recent debates about culture have become 

political, most recently revolving around multiculturalism and movements for change. He 

wrote that culture theory historically has been affected by politics and “has always led a 

double life” (p. 228). Anthropologists in the 1950s through the 1970s, he noted, tried to 

argue for theories involving “detached, cerebral hermeneutics of culture. But the 

scholarly Dr. Jekyll drank his potion once again, and the subversive Mr. Hyde took to the 
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streets. In the 1990s, culture theory in America could hardly be distinguished from 

cultural politics” (pp. 228-229).  

Identity 

Closely aligned with culture, cultural politics, and multiculturalism is the concept 

of identity. Individuals in our complex world participate in a variety of cultures and carry 

multiple identities within those cultures. Identity can be defined in a myriad of ways, 

including collective identity, which can be further specified as national or ethnic identity, 

as well as personal identity, social identity, political identity, and numerous other 

variations (Falicov, 1998; Holliday, Hyde & Kullman, 2004; Morris, 1995, 2002; Sarup, 

1996; Witteborn, 2007). One’s identity can be generated within one’s self and ascribed 

by others. As is the case with culture, scholars examining the concept of identity wrestle 

with what are seemingly fixed or stable aspects of identity, which are bound in language, 

gender, history and, often, a sense of place, and include “norms, values and cultural 

objectivations and traditions” (Bausinger, 1999), against the complex and changing 

nature of identity, including the fact that seemingly stable aspects of identity, such as 

symbols, evolve over time (Morris, 1995), and that collective identities are hybrid mixes 

that have never been pure entities impervious to change (Morris, 2002). Witteborn, in a 

study of how self-identified Arabs living in the United States expressed their identities in 

social interactions, found that their expressed identities altered depending upon 

situational factors such as audience, physical setting, and events, notably September 11th, 

2001 (p. 556). She wrote that conceptualizing groups of people as exclusively ethnic, 

national, or cultural can impose static identities that not only “might not be meaningful to 
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people,” but could even be counter-productive, given that race and ethnicity are pre-

existing social categories that “mark groups as being different and can exoticize and 

vilify them” (p. 571). The same limiting and essentializing qualities that can be attached 

to the concept of culture also could be applied to the concept of identity.  

In sum, culture has been conceptualized in part by broad patterns that historically 

have been associated with a particular locale and include shared language, historical, 

economic and social development, as well as certain codes, rituals, beliefs and values. 

This view of culture has been challenged, given factors such as inconsistencies in values 

and beliefs among individuals within a particular culture, multiple identities of 

individuals within a culture, and the deterritorialization and ever-changing nature of 

culture due to internal and external influences. Thus, there is a tension between the broad, 

“macro” conceptualization of culture that is considered relatively stable and the more 

contingent “micro” conceptualization of culture that is considered open to change and 

fraught with inconsistencies. The ways in which culture and its complications relate to 

the media and journalism make up the following section. 

The Nexus of Journalism and Culture 

Where is the concept of culture located in relation to the production of news? In a 

model of influences on media content by Shoemaker and Reese (1991/1996), the authors 

outlined the following hierarchical levels of influence: individual, media routines, 

organization, extramedia, and ideological (p. 223). Culture was positioned within the 

most encompassing influence – ideology – with the authors arguing that ideology works 

by “drawing on familiar cultural themes that resonate with audiences” (p. 222). They also 
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note that these cultural themes are “selectively chosen and constructed into a coherent 

structure. Thus, both culture and ideology are concerned with meaning” (p. 222).  The 

difference between the two concepts, according to Shoemaker and Reese, is that ideology 

is “meaning tied to interests – class and otherwise” (p. 222).  

Some communication scholars have argued that in addition to being influenced by 

dominant cultural perspectives, media content also shape and produce culture (Dorfman 

& Mattelart, 1975; Zelizer, 1992). Specifically discussing journalism, Zelizer (1992, pp. 

2-3) referred to news media as having “cultural authority” to interpret and tell the news, a 

role that “is particularly relevant when so many groups – journalists, politicians, 

historians – use constructions of reality to mold external events into preferred norms” (p. 

3). Criminologist Gregg Barak (1994), who writes about media coverage of crime, argues 

that there is “an important need for analysts of media to deconstruct culturally taken-for-

granted factuality” (p. 4), or what Tuchman (1978) calls the “web of facticity,” the 

gathering of facts to support other facts in a way that validates socially-constructed 

notions (p. 86). The deconstruction of “facts” and “facticity” in news can reveal 

important cultural perspectives and influences on and within its product. 

Other scholars have pointed out ways in which journalism itself is a particular 

culture. Culture was described earlier as a process that involves structure and cultural 

practices that conform to codes and norms (Rosaldo, 1989/1993, p. 102). Norms, codes, 

and cultural practices also apply to journalists. In his discussion of social controls in the 

newsroom that regulate reporters’ behavior and result in their conforming to institutional 

policy, media scholar Warren Breed (1955/1999) described the phenomena as a “socio-
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cultural situation of the newsroom” and the “cultural patterns of the newsroom” (p. 84). 

Sociologist Lee Sigelman (1973/1999) also wrote about the socialization of reporters into 

the newsroom culture (pp. 88-89). The social controls that regulate reporters’ behaviors, 

according to Breed, include: institutional authority, feelings of obligation toward 

superiors, mobility aspirations, the absence of conflicting group allegiance, the pleasant 

nature of the work, and the upholding of the value of news (pp. 80-82).  

Cultural history also plays a role in news content, according to Barak (1994). He 

argues that the information, ideas and social reality depicted in news products are 

inseparable from their cultural history. In the case of crime, Barak describes the 

perception of crime in the following formula: crime = media x (culture + political 

economy) over time (p. 6). In a figure depicting the model, Barak draws concentric 

circles with the state inside, surrounding by media, surrounded by culture, surrounded by 

the global political economy (p. 7). Barak’s model is similar to that of Shoemaker and 

Reese’s, although in his model culture is theorized as enveloped by the more over-

powering influences of political economy and class interests. 

Scholars who study discourse and issues of representation in the media argue that 

power is inextricably linked to the ways in which individuals and events are depicted in 

the news media (Fairclough, 1998; Hall, 1997; Said, 1978/1979; Shoemaker & Reese, 

1991/1996; van Dijk, 1998). It is also important to note the argument of some scholars 

that the media are not all powerful in the meaning-making system in society; audiences, 

for example, act as decoders of media texts who can reject, resist, or accept media 

messages (Hall, 1974/1993; Thompson, 1990). Yet, media scholars generally agree that 
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the media have some effect on society, public opinion and even public policy, thus is it 

important how individuals and events are represented in the news (Hartley, 1982/1989; 

Holsti, 1992; Louw, 2001; McCombs & Shaw, 1972). 

Anthropologists’ Perspectives on Media and Culture 

Traditionally there has been little anthropological study of the media or of the 

ways in which the media represent cultures, a gap that has been criticized by some 

anthropologists. Anthropologist Debra Spitulnik has argued that the mass media are too 

important a cultural influence for anthropologists to ignore. She wrote (1993): “An 

inquiry into just why and how anthropologists have managed to neglect the centrality of 

mass media in twentieth century life would be not only of historical interest, but also of 

potential use in illuminating certain conceptual gaps in contemporary anthropological 

theory” (p. 293). Anthropologist Ulf Hannerz (2004) also noted the ambivalence of 

anthropologists toward the media, writing that, for example, some anthropologists 

dismiss the work of international reporters who cover a variety of cultures as “mere 

journalism” (p. 4). Hannerz (2004), who conducted an ethnography sc journalism engage 

in parallel crafts; they “share the condition of being in a transnational contact zone, 

engaged there in reporting, representing, translating, interpreting – generally managing 

meaning across distances, although (in part, at least) with different interests, under 

different constraints” (p. 3). Some of those constraints, according to Hannerz, include 

time, space, audience, institution, and purpose. 

The attitude toward the media by some anthropologists has begun to change. 

Today, for example, media anthropology is developing as a subdiscipline of 
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anthropology. In 1993, the Society for Visual Anthropology (SVA), which uses media 

techniques in its research, was formed and is now a section of the American 

Anthropological Association. SVA “encourages the use of media, including still 

photography, film, video and non-camera generated images, in the recording of 

ethnographic, archaeological and other anthropological genres. Members examine how 

aspects of culture can be pictorially/visually interpreted and expressed, and how images 

can be understood as artifacts of culture” (Society for Visual Anthropology, 2009, p. 1). 

Also in 1993, the Royal Anthropological Institute in England held a conference with 

journalists that “called attention to some of the serious obstacles facing efforts to 

establish between anthropology and journalism the kind of partnership that has existed 

between the media and disciplines like economics, psychology, geography and political 

science” (Peterson, 1993, p. 20). In his work on globalization in the 1990s, anthropologist 

Arjun Appadurai (1996) included “mediascapes” as part of his concept of global 

ethnoscapes (Appadurai, 1996, p. 35; Ginsburg, Abu-Lughod, & Larkin, 2002). 

Appadurai defines mediascapes as large and complex repertoires of images and narratives 

mixed among numerous forms and distributed globally by mass media corporations and 

conglomerates. The forms of commodities, news, and politics are “profoundly mixed” 

and distributed to faraway audiences who are likely to “construct imagined worlds that 

are chimerical, aesthetic, even fantastic objects, particularly if assessed by the criteria of 

some other perspective, some of imagined world” (p. 35). Moreover, the images and 

narrative forms “help to constitute narratives of the Other and protonarratives of possible 

lives” (p. 36). 

http://www.societyforvisualanthropology.org/�
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It is possible that better cooperation between anthropologists and journalists has 

the potential to lead to a better understanding of the concept of culture and diverse 

cultural perspectives on the part of reporters and may lead them to become more 

culturally competent. Certainly, current conceptualizations about culture forwarded by 

anthropologists could be considered in the conceptualizations of cultural competence. 

Conceptualization of Culture for this Study 

The field of anthropology has provided a useful framework for the 

conceptualization of culture for this study. In particular, Geertz’s (1973) 

conceptualization of culture as “webs of significance” (p. 5) is useful because it reflects 

the multidimensional and contextual nature of culture. Individuals, all of whom have 

multiple identities, are located in different places within these “webs.” Further, these 

webs of significance can intersect with other webs, thus a particular “culture” can 

intersect with other “cultures.” Another conceptualization of culture that is useful for this 

study comes from Rosaldo (1989/1993), who said culture refers “broadly to the forms 

through which people make sense of their lives” (p. 26). This study examines the ways in 

which journalists make sense of their lives compared with the ways residents in the 

communities they cover make sense of their lives. In addition, Rosaldo wrote that the 

concept of culture involves structure and cultural practices that conform to codes and 

norms (p. 102), yet also is complicated by a myriad of influences that contradict and alter 

these norms.  

For this study, culture is being conceptualized as a multifaceted notion which 

includes “macro” aspects involving cultural practices that conform to common codes and 
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norms, shared language and common historical, political, social and economic 

development, as well as “micro” aspects, including internal contradictions and 

inconsistencies, continual change due to internal and external influences, and the multiple 

identities of individuals within the culture. An understanding of the “macro” aspects of 

culture provides a generalized context for the culture, while the “micro” aspects reveal 

the reality on the ground, so to speak, meaning the contradictions and complexities 

inherent in any human activity. A culturally competent journalist’s job would involve 

having an understanding of both “macro” and “micro” aspects of culture and an ability to 

convey those aspects of culture to a mass media audience. Conveying only the “macro” 

aspects of a culture would result in oversimplifications and potential stereotyping (Goode 

& Schneider, 1994, p. 69), thus it would be particularly important for journalists to 

convey the “micro” aspects of a particular culture, possibly even including in a news 

story a discussion about how all cultures include complexities and contradictions in an 

attempt to avoid perpetuating damaging stereotypes. The “macro” view of culture also is 

related to social constructionism, while the “micro” view relates to concepts in social 

psychology discussed in the previous chapter. 

The notion of integrating “macro” and “micro” perspectives also is part of the 

conceptualization of cross-cultural adaptation in Y. Y. Kim’s integrative communication 

theory (2005), which views the process of cross-cultural adaptation as an interplay of the 

“micro-psychological” factors of a person, such as predisposition to and communication 

competence with the host culture, along with “macro-social” factors of the environment, 

such as the host culture’s receptivity to strangers and its conformity pressure (pp. 379-
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393). Kim argues: “In this view, the micro-psychological and macro-social factors are 

taken together into a theoretical fusion or ‘vertical integration’” (p. 379). The discussion 

of cultural competence for this study also includes societal and individual cognitive 

influences that have an impact on one’s perceptions and interpretation of meaning. 

Meanwhile, psychology scholar Derald Wing Sue (2001) noted previous research on 

cultural competence has focused on “macro” and “micro” approaches, although “macro” 

levels of analysis has involved institutions and “micro” levels of analysis involves 

individuals (p. 791). In this study, the conceptual and operational definitions of cultural 

competence will be applied to both individuals and institutions; they will not be separated 

by different levels of analyses. 

For the purposes of this study, culture is conceptualized as an anti-essentialist, 

multifaceted concept, with both “macro” and “micro” aspects. Both aspects must be 

considered in order to have an understanding of a particular cultural perspective. This 

conceptualization of culture provides the foundation for a new conceptualization of 

cultural competence. Current conceptualizations of the concept are discussed in the next 

section. 

Cultural Competence: Definitions and Conceptualizations 

Cultural competence, sometimes referred to as cross-cultural competence or 

multicultural competence, has been defined in numerous ways, depending upon the 

scholar and field addressing the concept. Some definitions of cultural competence are 

directed toward the institutional, rather than individual, level. A conceptualization of 

cultural competence for institutions has been proposed by Joseph R. Betancourt of 
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Harvard University, who also has acted as a senior scientist for the Institute for Health 

Policy and multicultural education program director at Massachusetts General Hospital. 

Betancourt and his colleagues defined a culturally competent health care system (2003) 

as “one that acknowledges and incorporates – at all levels – the importance of culture, 

assessment of cross-cultural relations, vigilance toward the dynamics that result from 

cultural differences, expansion of cultural knowledge, and adaptation of services to meet 

culturally unique needs” (p. 294). The definition that has been adapted by the National 

Center for Cultural Competence at Georgetown University, was proposed by Cross, 

Bazron, Dennis and Isaacs (1989), who developed their conceptualization in relation to a 

study of care for emotionally disturbed children. They state that cultural competence is “a 

set of congruent behaviors, attitudes, and policies that come together in a system, agency 

or among professionals and enable that system, agency, or those professionals to work 

effectively in cross-cultural situations” (p. 13). In terms of defining culture, Cross and his 

colleagues state that culture “implies the integrated pattern of human behavior that 

includes thoughts, communications, actions, customs, beliefs, values, and institutions of a 

racial, ethnic, religious, or social group” (Cross et al., 1989, p. 3), while the term 

“competence” refers to “having the capacity to function effectively within the context of 

culturally integrated patterns of human behavior defined by the group” (p. 3). Cross et 

al.’s conceptualization of competence is useful in the discussion of cultural competence. 

Their conceptualization of culture, however, is a bit narrow. While Cross et al. 

acknowledge the complexities of the integrated nature of culture, their conceptualization 
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also is applied to bounded racial or social groups, rather than to more complex groupings 

and “webs of significance” considered by anthropologists.  

Cross and his colleagues also argue that cultural competence is a process that 

occurs along a continuum of increasing cultural awareness and skills. The continuum 

contains six stages of cultural awareness; the final three stages are cultural pre-

competence, cultural competence, and advanced cultural competence or cultural 

proficiency. While the definition and the continuum are designed for agencies rather than 

individuals, the stages and factors within each stage are useful in terms of defining 

cultural competence because it advances the view that cultural competence is a process, 

rather than an end goal to be achieved by professionals who interact with people from 

various cultural perspectives. According to Cross et al.’s continuum, an agency that 

exhibits cultural pre-competence, for example, acknowledges and desires to deliver 

services to culturally different clients, although the mechanisms to do so might be flawed. 

Agencies that are culturally competent go a step further, according to Cross and his 

colleagues, by hiring employees that are unbiased, seeking advice from minority 

communities, and actively deciding whether they are capable of providing services to 

minority clients. Advanced cultural competence or cultural proficiency involves holding 

culture in high esteem, developing new therapeutic approaches based on culture while 

practicing and advocating throughout the system for improved relations between cultures.  

Other fields have conceptualized cultural competence at the individual level. In 

the mental health field, scholars have defined cultural competence simply as 

“effectiveness in psychotherapy” (S. Sue, 1998, p. 445). Sue adds that previous research 
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in the area recommends that therapists “know the culture of clients, to be sensitive and 

flexible in dealing with clients, and to achieve credibility” (p. 441). The National 

Association of Social Workers addressed the institutional and individual level and 

defined cultural competence as “the process by which individuals and systems respond 

respectfully and effectively to people of all cultures, languages, classes, races, ethnic 

backgrounds, religions, and other diversity factors in a manner that recognizes, affirms, 

and values the worth of individuals, families, and communities and protects and preserves 

the dignity of each” (National Association of Social Workers [NASW], 2001, p. 11). 

NASW later identified indicators for cultural competence in 10 areas of social work 

practice, such as ethics and values, self-awareness, cross-cultural knowledge, cross-

cultural skills, and service delivery. In the area of self-awareness, for example, an 

indicator of cultural competence for social workers is the ability to identify how the 

absence of knowledge, or fears and “isms,” such as racism and ethnocentrism, have 

influenced their attitudes, beliefs, and feelings. In the area of cross-cultural knowledge, 

social workers should understand historical context and the ability to “recognize the 

heterogeneity within cultural groups and similarity across cultural groups” (p. 24). In 

terms of defining competence and culture, NASW uses the same definitions provided by 

Cross et al., although the organization adds to its definition of culture the “totality of 

ways being passed on from generation to generation” (NASW, 2007, p. 10). While the 

additional definition indicates the all-encompassing nature of culture as a “totality of 

ways,” it also does not take into account the fluidity of culture, but instead refers to it as 

being “passed on from generation to generation.”   
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In the field of education, cultural competence has been conceptualized as 

requiring teachers to have a capacity for cultural self-assessment, to be able to understand 

their own sociocultural context, and a willingness to assume that there are good reasons 

for differences across groups (Craig, Hull, Haggart, & Perez-Selles, 2000, p. 6). Another 

conceptualization proposed in relation to education involves teachers and schools “having 

the capacity to function effectively in other cultural contexts” (Paz, 2008, p. 3). A more 

general definition of cultural competence includes the recognition and response to 

cultural concerns of ethnic and racial groups, including their histories, traditions, beliefs, 

and value systems (Arthur, Reeves, Morgan, Cornelius, Booker, Brathwaite, Tufano, 

Allen & Donato, 2005, p. 245). Some of the strategies suggested to achieve cultural 

competence include, for example, nurses becoming involved in community organizations 

and learning patients’ beliefs and practices, in addition to taking “culture courses” 

(Flaskerud, 2007), and videotaping students in multicultural situations and, with skilled 

facilitation, allowing them to critique themselves and one another (Morrell, Sharp, & 

Crandall, 2002).  

Another definition of cultural competence involves the extent to which one has 

developed the awareness, knowledge, and skills to enable the individual to work with 

diverse cultural groups (D’Andrea, Daniels, & Heck, 1991). The dimensions of 

awareness, knowledge, and skills within the concept of cultural competence were adopted 

by Derald Wing Sue, who has been a strong advocate for cultural competence in 

psychology. Sue (1992) argued that the field of psychology has been monocultural and 

potentially harmful to minority clients. Cultural competence’s awareness dimension, 
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according to Sue (2003, p. 18), involves the counselor’s acknowledgement of his or her 

own attitudes and beliefs, including assumptions, biases, and notions about other cultures 

and the world, the role of racism and oppression in society, and the impact of social and 

cultural influences on human functioning; the knowledge dimension involves an 

understanding of the worldview of the culturally “different” client, or the client’s values 

and assumptions about human behavior; and the skills dimension involves the practice of 

appropriate and sensitive intervention strategies. Sue (2003, p. 27) later updated his 

model of cultural competence to include the dimensions of foci of cultural competence 

(individual, professional, organizational, and societal) and race- and culture-specific 

attributes (African-American, Asian American, Latino American, Native American, and 

European American). Other scholars in the fields of psychology and nursing also have 

added to the dimensions of awareness, knowledge, and skills. Sodowsky, Taffe, Gutkin, 

and Wise (1994, p. 146) found that knowledge and skills were not enough for one to be a 

culturally skilled counselor, and suggested that cultural competence models include a 

dimension that assesses the impact of cultural and racial attitudes on the dynamics of the 

counseling relationship. Other studies called for dimensions for cultural competences 

such as the seeking out “cultural encounters” and “cultural desire,” which refer to 

professionals’ motivation to engage in the process of becoming more culturally aware 

(Campinha-Bacote, 2007), while another study advocated for “cultural proficiency” to 

replace the concept of cultural competence as a way to achieve culturally appropriate 

nursing care (Wells, 2000). Cultural proficiency, according to Wells, would integrate the 

dimensions of cultural competence into the culture of an organization, as well as 
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professional practice, teaching and research. Similar to Cross et al., Wells argues that 

cultural proficiency would take cultural competence a step further to the institutional and 

research level. Yet while additional dimensions of cultural competence have been 

proposed by Sue, Wells, Campinha-Bacote, Sodowsky and others, Sue’s original three 

dimensions of awareness, including attitudes and beliefs, and knowledge and skills 

continue to form the basis of most cultural competence training and education programs 

today.  

Culture, Cultural Competence, Social Construction of Reality, and Social Cognition 

The concepts of culture and cultural competence are related to the theory of social 

construction of reality and the theoretical concepts of social cognition discussed in the 

previous chapter. Social construction relates to cultural competence in a number of ways. 

Many aspects of culture, particularly those that fall under the “macro” aspects discussed 

earlier, such as language, are socially constructed and handed down as “stock 

knowledge” of reality. In addition, the very basis for the concept of cultural competence 

in this study centers on the notion that cultures are complex constructions created by 

groups of people. Meanwhile, aspects of social cognition, including schema, attribution 

theory, and cognitive complexity, relate to the “micro” aspects of culture, which deal 

with individual perceptions of the ambiguous and multiperspectival nature of culture and 

cultural perspectives.  

An important dimension of cultural competence is an awareness of how the 

cultures, or “webs of significance,” of which we are part have influenced our attitudes, 

feelings, and behavior. This awareness also involves an understanding that these “webs of 
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significance” are always changing and that they have been created or socially 

constructed. Cultures are not “real,” yet they are part of our everyday social and 

individual “reality.” The knowledge dimension of cultural competence involves an 

understanding that other people and groups belong to other “webs” that are constructed as 

well. For journalists, the skills dimension of cultural competence would involve being 

able to represent these complicated webs  to the mass media audience and, potentially, 

help audience members understand how they and others makes sense of their lives.  

Cultural Competence: Conceptual Critiques 

While the notion of cultural competence has gained currency with its recent 

adoption and advocacy by numerous professions, the concept is not without controversy. 

It has been criticized as ill-defined and difficult to measure. One review of commonly 

used cultural competence surveys found them to be inconsistent on some measures, 

including knowledge and skill areas, as well as lacking in predictive validity (Kocarek, 

Talbot, Batka, & Anderson, 2001). Other critiques are based on theoretical issues that 

scholars from various disciplines have raised in relation to the concept. This section 

examines two salient and widely debated issues raised in relation to cultural competence: 

that cultural competence relies on a narrow definition of culture, which essentializes 

“culture” and reifies stereotypes; and that current conceptualizations of the concept do 

not take into account issues of power, socioeconomic status and structural issues, or the 

positionality of the participants interacting with one another. 

Cultural Competence as Essentializing Culture 

Some scholars in anthropology, as well as in fields where cultural competence is 

widely promoted, including health care, psychology and social work, have argued that the 
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concept tends to minimize the complexities and ever-changing nature of culture 

(Johnston & Herzig, 2006; Kitaoka, 2005; Lee & Farrell, 2006; Suzuki, McRae & Short, 

2001). The concept of cultural competence, they argue, including its definitions, 

conceptualizations, and measures, is too narrowly focused, particularly in its dimension 

of “knowledge” of other cultures. This conceptualization, they argue, does not adequately 

account for culture as a complex, situational, and continually evolving process rather than 

a static entity to be learned and mastered. Sue, Arredondo and McDavis (1992) argued 

against a broad definition of culture, one that includes race, ethnicity, class, religion, sex, 

age, and other characteristics, saying that “the term can be defined so broadly that it 

dilutes the focus on racial and ethnic concerns (a primary one being racism)” (p. 478, 

parentheses authors’). Yet some anthropologists have countered that a narrow 

conceptualization of culture can lead to racism. In an article about cultural competence 

models in health care posted on the American Anthropological Association’s Web site, 

Lee and Farrell (2006) wrote: “These models, in general, call for sensitivity to cultural 

differences between the health care provider and the patient. What is of interest to us is 

that these models fail to capture the diverse and fluid nature of culture and self identity” 

(p. 1). A significant negative effect of narrowly defining culture, they argue, is that 

stereotypes could be reified, potentially casting cultural competence as a “backdoor to 

racism” (Lee & Farrell, 2006, p. 1).  

The earlier discussion of culture examined critiques of the conceptualization of 

culture as essentializing. Those same criticisms have been leveled at current 

conceptualizations of cultural competence. A rich source of scholarly writing regarding 
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essentialism has come from feminist theorists, who have been examining the issues of 

essentialism and identity for the past few decades. Many feminist theorists eschew the 

idea of an essence or “pregiven or preconstituted identity” (Butler, 1992). Feminist 

scholar Diana Fuss (1989) writes that essentialism “is most commonly understood as a 

belief in the real, true essence of things, the invariable and fixed properties which define 

the ‘whatness’ of a given entity” (pp. xi-xii). Fuss also writes about the differences in 

perspectives between essentialists and constructionists – the same differences that emerge 

in discussions of the conceptualization of culture. Essentialists believe, according to Fuss, 

that nature is the starting point for practices and social laws; that the natural is repressed 

by the social. Thus, men and woman are different because of their essence, their fixed 

nature. Constructionists, on the other hand, view the natural as produced by the social; 

i.e., that women are “made” and not born (p. 3). Fuss suggests that essentialism and 

constructionism are not necessarily exclusive categories, but in fact the lines drawn 

between them are blurred. Essentialists often fail to recognize the social influences of 

such seemingly fixed categories as “man” and “woman,” while constructionists fail to 

recognize that, while “man” and “woman” have produced different meanings across a 

spectrum of discourses throughout the centuries, they still remain separate categories (pp. 

3-4).  

The notion of a fixed or essential identity plays a key role in identity politics, 

which is based on personal consciousness, individual oppressions, and lived experience. 

Fuss (1989) wrote that, in identity politics, “‘experience’ emerges as the essential truth of 

the individual subject, and personal ‘identity’ metamorphoses into knowledge” (p. 113). 
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Problems emerge, Fuss writes, when those “in the know” interact only with others “in the 

know,” “excluding and marginalizing those perceived to be outside the magic circle,” 

thus “the artificial boundary between insider and outsider necessarily contains rather than 

disseminates knowledge” (p. 115). Another strategy employed by those involved in 

identity politics is that of “strategic essentialism,” or essentialism that is constructed for 

the purpose of shifting the balance of power (Danius, Jonsson & Spivak, 1993; Looser, 

1993; Sheridan, 2005). For example, Sheridan (2005) writes that as a white 

anthropologist he uses strategic essentialism to justify his study of Native Americans who 

otherwise have largely been ignored in U.S. history. He is effectively arguing that Native 

Americans are essentially different from the dominant population in the United States and 

that they must be studied. He is using strategic essentialism to address a serious omission 

in history and cultural anthropology.  

An Anti-Essentialist Approach to Cultural Competence 

Most of the researchers discussing the concept of cultural competence have not 

fully addressed the issue of essentialism within the concept, while some are beginning to 

question whether the concept is inherently essentialist. Behavioral science scholar Delese 

Wear wrote (2003) that while cultural competence is “agreed upon as a core value” in 

clinical settings, the concept is problematic because it oversimplifies the perspectives of 

the professionals and the clients involved. She writes: 

The thinking here is that doctors—mostly white, well educated, and 
middle-class or higher—don't know enough about the range of people they 
will be caring for (be they people of color; people from nondominant 
racial, ethnic, or religious groups; people who are economically 
disadvantaged; people who are disabled; people who do not speak English; 
or people who are not heterosexual)…. The problem with this approach is 
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that groups of people are often essentialized, lumped together, all of their 
members possessing traits unilaterally. Within this orientation people are 
rarely viewed as complex interplays of identities (e.g., female, first-
generation Korean, professional-class, lesbian), but rather are viewed as 
one overarching identity (Korean), so that care givers' attitudes toward 
such patients can sometimes remain simplistic (p. 550-551).  
 
An anti-essentialist conceptualization of cultural competence also has been 

provided by anthropologist Ulf Hannerz (1990). Hannerz associated cultural competence 

with the larger concept of cosmopolitanism, which, he argued, was a matter of one’s 

willingness to engage with other cultures, and competence. Competence, according to 

Hannerz, is related to the ability to traverse other cultures using skills such as looking, 

listening, intuiting, and reflecting. Another level of competence would involve 

negotiating within a particular system of meanings and meaningful forms. All of these 

competencies would be appropriate for journalists. Other scholars argue that the concept 

of culture is so complex that no one can be expected to be “competent.” Social work 

scholar Ruth G. Dean (2001) proposed a model in which “maintaining an awareness of 

one’s lack of competence is the goal rather than the establishment of competence” (p. 

624). She writes that this model would promote “not so much ‘knowledge’ but rather 

‘understanding’” (p. 628) of those with cultural perspectives that may be different from 

our own.  

Another set of cultural competence researchers, Johnston and Herzig (2006, p. 

2501), also acknowledged the essentialist tendencies inherent in the current 

conceptualization of cultural competence. The two, who were researching healthcare 

issues for Mexican agricultural workers in rural Montana, wrote that they adopted a 

qualitative approach to the study “in accordance with the inchoate and flexible character 
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of the ‘culture’ concept and our concern with its practical applications and lived 

consequences” (p. 2502). They also wrote, however, that despite the criticisms of the 

concept of cultural competence, they chose to pursue the study because, “despite such 

critiques, which reflect long-standing debate about how to characterize human difference, 

initiatives to improve patient access and quality of care framed around the concept of 

culture are now firmly on the US health policy agenda” (p. 2501). 

Thus, scholars in fields exploring the concept of cultural competence are 

attempting to negotiate conceptualizations of culture and cultural competence, 

acknowledging the problems associated with defining culture too narrowly, while also 

trying to design methods to study and address issues of inequality and misrepresentations 

of individuals and communities with various cultural perspectives. 

Power, Structural Issues, and Positionality 

Power, structural issues, and positionality are important considerations in the 

interactions and study of people from various cultures, and should be considerations for 

the concept of cultural competence as well. Positionality refers to one’s position in 

relation to others. Fuchs (2001) defines position as relational, “defined entirely by the 

relationships among positions” (p. 36). Thus, individuals see the world from their place 

or position in society. The issues of power and position can become intertwined, 

depending upon one’s place in a given interaction.  

Anthropologists Lee and Farrell (2006) discuss the issue of power in a critique of 

cultural competence, arguing that the concept attempts to understand other cultures 

potentially with the goal of having those of other cultures comply within an inherently 

unequal system. For example, they write, a model such as the health care system operates 
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within a structure that “requires the production and reproduction of conformity. We also 

contend that it is really the differences in power that are at the heart of the disparity in 

health care” (p. 1). Thus, the health care system itself contains inherent inequalities in 

structure and in power - issues that current cultural competence models address only 

peripherally, such as in hiring practices, training programs, and organizational self-

assessments. 

Structural issues related to health care also were uncovered in the study by 

Johnston and Herzig (2006), who found that, while the white, middle-class health care 

workers were concerned with interacting with their Mexican clients in a culturally 

competent way, the Mexican farm workers were more concerned with larger, structural 

issues, such as barriers to access to care (Johnston & Herzig, 2006, p. 2509). The authors 

expressed concern that advancing the cultural competence of physicians and nurses 

would not address disparities in morbidity and mortality since the concept does not 

address structural issues in the health care system. They noted that this viewpoint is 

supported by other researchers, including physician/anthropologist Paul Farmer, who 

wrote of ethnographers: “We were sent to the field to look for different cultures. We saw 

oppression; it looked, well, different from our comfortable lives in the university; and so 

we called it ‘culture.’ We came, we saw, we misdiagnosed” (Farmer, 1999, p. 7).  

Power, positionality and structural issues have long been associated with the study 

of people from other cultures (Abu-Lughod, 1991; Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994; 

Darling-Wolf, 1998; Rosaldo, 1989/1993). Ethnographic research, in which 

anthropologists observe and interview people in order to learn about the culturally 
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different “Other,” is fraught with issues of power and positionality. Anthropologists study 

and write about their subjects, with the subjects themselves having little control over the 

narratives constructed about them. The same relationship exists with news sources and 

journalists. Atkinson and Hammersley (1994) referred to this as the anthropologist’s 

“privileged gaze” and, like Clifford, called for a “multiplicity of voices” to dissolve 

issues of disjuncture between the observer and observed (p. 256). Abu-Lughod (1991) 

wrote: “All that is needed is to consider an analogous case. What would our reaction be if 

male scholars stated their desire to ‘let women speak’ in their texts while they continued 

to dominate all knowledge about them by controlling writing and other academic 

practices, supported in their positions by a particular organization of economic, social, 

and political life?” (p. 143). Spivak (1988, p. 297) writes of the practice of widow 

sacrifice in India, noting that its abolition by the British has generally been understood as 

“as case of ‘white men saving brown women from brown men’” (p. 297). White, British 

women, meanwhile, were not able to produce an alternative understanding, and thus, 

Spivak writes, postcolonial feminists begin “to plot a history” (p. 297). That history, she 

writes, centers on the history and experience of Indian women, which effectively gives 

them – finally – a voice on the issue. 

Abu-Lughod further argues that anthropologists need to more strongly consider 

their position with their subjects, supporting Clifford’s notion of ethnographies as “partial 

truths” and adding that they also represent “positioned truths.” Abu-Lughod wrote: 

“Every view is a view from somewhere and every act of speaking a speaking from 

somewhere” (p. 141). Rosaldo (1993) states that social analysts are always positioned 
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subjects, who may or may not be aware of their cultural biases. If they are from a 

dominant culture, their own culture could be “invisible” to them, making self-awareness 

and acceptance of different cultures more difficult. In the case of upper-middle-class 

North Americans, Rosaldo (1993) writes that their dominant class position conceals their 

ethnicity, culture and power. In the case of cultural competence, it could be argued that 

the dimension of awareness of individuals’ own and others’ cultural perspectives 

addresses the issue of positionality. However, according to Abu-Lughod’s argument, the 

issue is one of emphasis. Certainly anthropologists are aware of their own culture and 

cultural biases, yet Abu-Lughod is arguing for more acknowledgment and, possibly, a 

remedy to overcome “the situatedness of their knowledge” (p. 141). Journalism also is 

freighted with issues of power, structural issues, and positionality, as noted by Tuchman 

(1978). These issues are particularly significant in the case of journalists, given their 

potential influence on society. Tuchman wrote: “Some social actors... have a greater 

ability to create, impose, and reproduce social meanings – to construct social reality. 

Newsworkers are one group with more power than most to construct social reality” (p. 

208).  

Power, Structural Issues, Positionality and Cultural Competence 

Some researchers argue that most cultural competence models do not adequately 

account for problems of power, structure, and position. Suzuki, McRae and Short (2001) 

point out that current models fail to account for unequal power relations not only between 

culturally different professionals and their clients, but also between the clients 

themselves: “Whereas racial grouping may be defined by physical and cultural 
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characteristics, it may be issues of power that pull individuals into other groups…. 

ideologically, they may promote the social realities defined by the group with more 

power” (p. 846).  

One model of cultural competence that attempts to address the issue of power has 

been proposed by psychiatrist Celia Jaes Falicov (1998), who conceptualized cultural 

competence as a collaborative effort between a counselor and a client. The two compare 

their “cultural maps” to determine their unique cultural influences, each one’s cultural 

meanings are compared and explored through dialogue and conversation, and potential 

care strategies are then negotiated between the two. Within this conceptualization, “the 

therapist as observer also becomes part of the ecology. He is no longer the privileged 

outsider looking in, perceiving patterns not apparent to those within the system” (Falicov, 

1998, p. 7). 

Johnston and Herzig (2006) attempted to address issues of power in their study of 

Mexican farm workers by interviewing not only health care workers about their perceived 

level of cultural competence, but also the perceived level of the health care workers’ 

cultural competence according to the Mexican farm workers. Dean (2001), who wrote 

about social workers acknowledging a lack of cultural competence rather than coming 

from a place of “American ‘know-how,’” argued that the shift in emphasis also represents 

a shift in power. She wrote: “The client is the ‘expert’ and the clinician is in a position of 

seeking knowledge and trying to understand what life is like for the clients” (p. 624), 

adding: “There is no thought of competence – instead one thinks of gaining 

understanding (always partial) of a phenomenon that is evolving and changing” (p. 624). 
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Being aware of one’s lack of competence in a particular culture and knowing that all 

knowledge is partial are aspects of cultural competence proposed in this study. 

In sum, while the concept of cultural competence has developed in various ways 

since it was introduced in the 1980s and 1990s, significant issues related to the concept 

continue to be debated. Two major issues associated with the concept are that it relies on 

an essentialist definition of culture that is overly simplistic and stereotypical, and that the 

conceptualization of the concept does not address issues of power, structure, and position 

on the part of the professional in relation to the client or subject. Researchers in the area 

of cultural competence are beginning to address some of these concerns. This study also 

attempts to address these issues in its conceptualization of cultural competence and in its 

research design. Next is an examination of the ways in which cultural competence is 

currently measured. 

Cultural Competence: Current Measures 

One of the criticisms of the concept of cultural competence is that it is vaguely 

defined, thus its measurement has been difficult to achieve. The following section 

discusses selected quantitative and qualitative measures of cultural competence that have 

emerged from the various disciplines engaged in multicultural interactions. The list is not 

meant to be exhaustive, but instead is intended to provide insight into the range of 

conceptualizations and measures that have been developed for the concept.  

Quantitative Measures 

Numerous quantitatively-based scales for cultural competence have been 

developed by researchers in the fields of health care, mental health care, and social work. 
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Many of the studies involve self-assessment surveys, given at the start and at the end of 

cultural competence training, to test the effectiveness of the training. The fields of mental 

health and social work are rife with cultural competence tools and scales. The 

Multicultural Awareness-Knowledge-Skills Survey (MAKSS) is a 60-item survey used to 

assess through multiple choice questions a measure of social work students’ perceptions 

of their level of multicultural counseling awareness, knowledge and skills (D’Andrea, 

Daniels, & Heck, 1991, p. 145). Another is Ponterotto’s Multicultural Counseling 

Knowledge and Awareness Scale (MCKAS), a 32-item, self-report measure with a 7-

point Likert scale; each scale contains 20 items that pertain to a social workers’ 

awareness and knowledge (Kohl, 2005). A version of the scale released in 1994, 

Multicultural Counseling Awareness Scale (MCAS), was found to be “stable in its 

measurement” and “the subscales measure separate constructs” (Kocarek, Talbot, Batka 

& Anderson, 2001, p. 493). The variables measured include awareness of social work 

practices that transcend culture and can be effective with any client; awareness of 

difference among members within a particular ethnic group based on values, beliefs, and 

level of acculturation; and comfort with differences that exist between the counselor and 

the clients based on race and beliefs.  

Scholars in the field of psychology have developed several tests and measures of 

cultural competence. The Multicultural Counseling Inventory (MCI) is an instrument 

with 87 self-report statements with ranges from very inaccurate to very accurate and 

which examines multicultural and general counseling competencies. An analysis of data 

collected front the instrument revealed four factors: multicultural awareness, knowledge, 
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skills, as well as the counselor’s relationship with culturally different clients, including 

“the counselor’s trustworthiness, comfort level, stereotypes of the minority client, and 

worldview” (Sodowsky, Taffe, Gutkin, & Wise, 1994, p. 142). The Multicultural 

Counseling Competence (MCC) instrument developed by D.W. Sue and others, 

conceptualizes cultural competence based on the three dimensions Sue used in his 

definition of cultural competence: awareness, knowledge and skills. As mentioned 

earlier, Sue (2001) later updated his model to include institutional and race- and culture-

specific dimensions. Sue added the new dimensions, arguing that only one level of 

cultural competence involves the professional who works one-on-one with clients. Other 

areas of analysis, according to Sue, occur at the institutional level, including 

organizational structure, hiring, the establishment of programs, evaluation, outreach, 

access and availability of service, utilization, costs and benefits and quality of care or 

services. Sue’s 2001 model has been criticized as “overgeneralized, especially as it 

pertains to… race and culture” (Suzuki, McRae & Short, 2001, p. 843) and does not 

adequately address complexities related to power hierarchies (Suzuki, McRae & Short, 

2001).   

One study conducted to assist with the implementation of a new managed care 

mental health system in Maryland (Arthur et al., 2005) developed a cultural competence 

scale using 52 competencies ranging from language skills to the overall helpfulness of 

staff to the staff’s openness to clients’ spiritual beliefs. The researchers concluded that 

cultural competence relates to healthcare workers’ ability to identify a patient’s psycho-

social, medical and spiritual needs; the accessibility of services and the willingness to 
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negotiate on priorities for care; efforts to reach out to racially diverse communities; and 

the willingness to listen to and respect people from diverse cultures in recovery (Arthur et 

al., 2005). Another health care model, called the Giger-Davidhizar Transcultural Nursing 

Assessment Model, was developed for nurses assisting patients through the end-of-life 

process in a culturally competent way (Giger, Davidhizar, & Fordham, 2006). The 

instrument collects data on six cultural competence variables including communication, 

time, space, social organization, environmental control, and biological variations (Giger, 

Davidhizar, & Fordham, 2006). The model is designed to provide a framework for 

collecting information about end-of-life concerns and to create a culturally appropriate 

plan for care (Giger, Davidhizar, & Fordham, 2006). Yet another cultural competence 

model developed for nursing students involves a Transcultural Self-Efficacy Tool 

(TSET), which measures how confident nursing students feel about learning about and 

providing effective care for patients who are culturally different than themselves 

(Jeffreys, 2006). The 83-item TSET includes 25 items related to the students’ knowledge 

of the way cultural factors influence nursing care, 30 items related to students’ ability to 

interview culturally different patients, and 28 items related to the students’ attitudes, 

values and beliefs about their own cultural influences and culturally different others 

(Jeffreys, 2006).  

Lastly, scholars in the field of public relations, which of those discussed here is 

most related to news media, also have developed measures of cultural competence. An 

important distinction between the news media and public relations, however, is that 

public relations practitioners consciously shape messages, while the news media are 
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expected to represent a particular culture within its context. Freitag (2002) assessed the 

ability of U.S. public relations practitioners to undertake international assignments, 

looking at the practitioners’ college study of foreign languages and subjects such as non-

U.S. history and economics, as well as professional and non-professional international 

travel.  He found that cumulative time spent outside of the U.S. was the best indicator of 

the practitioners’ cultural competence, while college study of non-U.S. subjects and 

foreign languages were partial indicators of cultural competence. Freitag concluded that 

professional seminars for public relations practitioners should incorporate cultural aspects 

of communication and international themes. 

Qualitative Measures 

While most of the measures of cultural competence discussed thus far, such as 

MCKAS and TSET, have been quantitative in nature, some qualitative measures of 

cultural competence also have been developed. DasGupta, Meyer, Calero-Breckheimer, 

Costley, & Guillen (2006) examined cultural competence in health care through group 

discussions of literary texts and discussions that paid particular attention to power. Other 

scholars have examined cultural competence through individual and group interviews 

(Doutrich & Story, 2004; Fitzgerald, Williamson, Russell, & Manor 2005; Johnston & 

Herzig, 2006) and the collection of narrative data, such as reflective discussions about 

cross-cultural encounters (Doutrich & Story, 2004). Fitzgerald, et al., (2005) assessed 

cultural competence by gathering and analyzing narrative data from interviews with 

occupational therapists working with elderly patients. 
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Participant observation techniques also have been used to assess social/cultural 

correlates of, in one case, job-seeking styles of severely mentally ill clients (Alverson, 

Carpenter, & Drake, 2006). The ethnographers in the study conducted their research by 

spending time weekly with the clients and engaging in conversation, informal interviews, 

and observation as the clients looked for work and conducted their daily business. 

Some studies involved a mix of quantitative and qualitative approaches to assess 

cultural competence, as was the case in one study of nursing students at Washington State 

University College (Doutrich & Story, 2004). Researchers used pre- and post-test surveys 

to determine the students’ progress toward cultural competence during their time with a 

local public health project. The students also were audiotaped during discussions about 

cross-cultural encounters during regular workshops and conferences and they wrote 

reflective pieces about their field experiences that later were analyzed by the researchers 

(Doutrich & Story, 2004). 

Cultural Competence: Distinctions 

 Several social science fields and disciplines, such as communication, language 

studies, and intercultural studies, have explored the dynamics of interactions between and 

among people of different cultures. The discussion below presents definitions and 

conceptualizations of selected concepts developed within communication and 

intercultural studies and compares them with cultural competence. The discussion is not 

meant to present an exhaustive list of concepts that are similar to cultural competence, 

but they are outlined because a review of the literature revealed that dimensions within 

these concepts run parallel to those within cultural competence. 
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Intercultural Communication 

Intercultural communication focuses on the effective communication and 

interaction between individuals from different nations and cultures (Gudykunst, 2003). 

The communication could be face-to-face contact between individuals of different 

cultures or communication between groups of people from different cultures, including 

intergenerational encounters (Gudykunst, 2003). Jandt (2007) defined intercultural 

communication as communication between people and groups of diverse cultures, 

subcultures, or subgroup identifications (p. 430). He identifies several barriers to 

effective intercultural communication, including anxiety, assuming similarity instead of 

difference, ethnocentrism, and stereotyping. Kim (2005) writes that intercultural 

communication is considered an area of study within the field of communication with a 

focus on two central concepts: culture and communication. Intercultural communication, 

like cultural competence, involves the study of interactions among people from different 

cultures, but there are important distinctions. In intercultural communication, the scope of 

inquiry is limited to communication. Cultural competence, on the other hand, involves a 

broader notion of an interaction that requires skills to achieve some type of outcome, 

such as a medical decision or a therapeutic treatment. In the case of journalists, the 

outcome would involve a news story that not only informs the public, but also represents 

the complexities of particular cultures to mass audiences and has the potential to help 

shape cultural meanings, public opinion, and public policy. 
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Communication Competence, Cultural Communication Competence, and 

Intercultural Communication Competence 

Communication competence is defined by Lee and Ling (2000) as “the overall 

internal capacity to decode and encode information in accordance with the 

communication practices of the host culture” (p. 766). Another definition states that 

communication competence is “the ability of participants to co-create and co-maintain 

social order” (Nakanishi & Johnson, 1993, citing Harris, 1979, p. 208). The authors write 

that this definition emphasizes the conversant’s relationship to a system of meaning and 

action in which any particular skill may be functional or dysfunctional, depending on its 

relevance and appropriateness for that system. Competence would be measured in levels 

depending upon the individual’s abilities to function within the appropriateness of that 

system’s requirements (p. 208). As an example, the authors cite the ability to listen and 

paraphrase as a highly valued skill in a classroom context, but not in a crowded subway.  

Closely related to communication competence is cultural communication 

competence, which also refers to the internal capacity to decode and encode information 

in accordance with a host culture (Lee & Ling, 2000, p. 766). Participating in social 

communication with members of the host culture is the only way to achieve cultural 

communication competence, the authors state. Cultural communication competence later 

came to be called intercultural communication competence (ICC), which involves 

“interpersonal communication between people from different cultures” (Gudykunst, Lee, 

Nishida, & Ogawa, 2005, p. 3) or the “personal characteristics and skills of individual 

communicators in interaction with culturally different others” (Hammer, Nishida & 
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Wiseman, 1996, p. 267). Intercultural communication competence (ICC) is 

conceptualized as a multidimensional construct that includes culture-specific 

understanding of the other, culture-general understanding, and an affective regard for the 

other (Wiseman, Hammer & Nishida, 1996). Dimensions of intercultural communication 

competence, according to the authors, include the ability to understand a communication 

and to evaluate the impression one has made during the conversation (p. 270). Other 

dimensions associated with ICC are effectiveness and appropriateness, which are the 

“two most critical dimensions of competence” in ICC, according to Koester, Wiseman 

and Sanders (1993, p. 6). Communicating in a way that is effective and appropriate also 

would be important elements in the cultural competence of journalists. Koester, Wiseman 

and Sanders defined effectiveness as a “judgment about the ability of the interactants in 

the intercultural exchange to achieve their goals” (p. 6), while appropriateness refers to 

what is regarded as “proper and suitable in a given situation within a particular culture” 

(p. 6). While the authors write that ability (knowledge), skills (performance), and clarity 

(understanding), are other dimensions of competence in ICC, they are not emphasized. 

Arasaratnam and Doerfel (2005, p. 142), meanwhile, argue that current 

conceptualizations of ICC are too narrowly focused on the communicators’ internal 

capacities and advocate for a better definition of the competence component of ICC. In a 

study involving interviews with people from 15 different countries, the two found that 

knowledge, motivation, listening skills, prior cross-cultural experiences, and a global 

outlook were important components of ICC. Arasaratnam (2006) later updated the list of 
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variables association with ICC: empathy, motivation, attitude toward other cultures, 

experiences, and listening.  

It is clear that ICC is similar to cultural competence in the current 

conceptualizations of both concepts. However, while intercultural communication 

competence is similar to cultural competence, it does not emphasize a skills dimension 

outside of communication skills. Current conceptualizations of cultural competence are 

geared toward communication and decision-making in a variety of contexts, including in 

reaching learning goals, explaining and working toward healthcare decisions, and 

achieving consensus in social work and psychotherapy settings.  

Cross-Cultural Training and Skills and Cross-Cultural Communication 

Cross-cultural training and skills and cross-cultural communication involve the 

ability to understand, adapt, and communicate across cultures (Brislin, Lonner, & 

Thorndike, 1973; Gudykunst, 2003; Hofstede, 2001; Landis & Brislin, 1983; Zaharna, 

2001). While the term cross-cultural seems closely related to the term intercultural 

described above, cross-cultural is generally defined as processes that make comparisons 

across cultures, while intercultural focuses on interactions between individuals from 

different nations and cultures (Brislin, Lonner, & Thorndike, 1973; Gudykunst, 2003). 

The notion of communicating across multiple cultures is more closely aligned with 

cultural competence, which also assumes interactions between people of various cultures. 

Cross-cultural training and skills, however, generally refer to specific skills, often 

communication skills, that will allow one to effectively interact with people from a 

particular culture. Much of cross-cultural training and skills literature is related to 



116 
 
international business, such as transferring technical information across cultures (Warren, 

2006, p. 1) or overcoming differences in working communication styles (Kwintessential, 

2005). Other cross-cultural literature is related to cross-cultural adaptation, which has 

been examined in relation to economic condition, perception, attitude, behavior, linguistic 

proficiency, and cultural identity (Kim & Gudykunst, 1988, p. 9); cross-cultural 

communication skills for professionals, including those in health care (Rosen, Spatz, 

Gaaserud, Abramovitch, Weinreb, Wenger, & Margolis, 2004, p. 126); and in education, 

such as in foreign language teaching (Ardila, 2001, p. 334). Again, with the exception of 

cross-cultural adaptation, which focuses on immigrant groups adjusting to life in a new 

culture, most cross-cultural training and skills literature tends to be limited to 

communication skills in specific contexts. Cultural competence is a concept that takes 

into account a broader range of skills, as well as awareness of one’s cultural perspectives 

and extensive knowledge of other cultures. Thus, the concept of cultural competence is 

similar to established concepts developed by scholars in intercultural studies, business, 

education, and healthcare, however, those concepts have tended to emphasize the 

obstacles and skills related to the communication between people of differing cultures. 

Cultural competence is a broader concept that goes beyond communication skills.  

Conceptualization of Cultural Competence for this Study 

This study argues that the concept of cultural competence is a potentially useful 

tool for journalists to increase their cultural understanding of themselves and others, as 

well as to improve the ability to represent people from a wide variety of cultures in non-

stereotypical ways. The conceptualization of cultural competence proposed here is 
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designed to employ the most useful dimensions and elements of the concept, while 

addressing the criticisms outlined above. For this study, cultural competence is 

conceptualized as a multidimensional process that includes awareness of one’s own 

cultural perspectives, knowledge of the culture and cultural perspectives of those one is 

covering in news stories (with the understanding that this knowledge is partial), and the 

skills to effectively and appropriately communicate, interact with, and represent people 

from different cultures in news media texts. Because cultural competence is a process, an 

individual journalist is involved in the fluid practice of becoming more or less competent 

in relation to a particular culture or group of cultures at any point in time. This 

conceptualization moves away from an implied binary view of the concept: that one is 

either culturally “competent” or culturally “incompetent.” This view reflects Dean’s 

(2001) critique that cultures are so complex that one cannot be “competent” in a culture. 

The question becomes one of being more or less competent at any one time in the 

dimensions of awareness, knowledge, and skills. 

The conceptualization of cultural competence for this study includes the three 

major dimensions found in previous cultural competence research: awareness, 

knowledge, and skills. The concept’s emphasis on awareness of one’s own cultural 

influences represents an important way for journalists to consciously untangle their 

perceptions of others and to understand the constructed nature of culture, thus making it 

easier for them to become aware of and engage with those with varying cultural 

perspectives. The knowledge dimension in this research includes: 1) an understanding of 

the “macro” aspects of cultures, such as their languages, history, political, economic 
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structures, political and power relations, and certain codes, rituals, beliefs and values, 

including religious beliefs and values, and 2) understanding of the “micro” aspects of 

cultures, including complexities related to the concept of culture such as: that culture is 

not static, but a process that is constantly being constructed by people within the culture; 

that there are as many differences and influences within a cultural group as between 

different cultural groups; that many of the “micro” aspects of culture, including the 

multiple identities of people within a culture or varied attitudes and beliefs, can be 

situational. The “macro” aspects of culture can be problematic due to the potential of 

some to use them to place themselves and others into broad, contested categories. Thus, a 

culturally competent journalist would have to have an understanding of both the “macro” 

and “micro” aspects of culture; the two types of knowledge must be integrated in order 

for one to become more culturally competent.  

Power and position could be addressed with an understanding of the “macro” and 

“micro” aspects of a culture. To be more culturally competent, journalists would have to 

have an understanding of historical and structural issues that influence a culture in a 

particular place during a particular time. They should not, as Farmer wrote, use their own 

positions to ultimately “misdiagnose” in their news reports. In addition, this study follows 

the precepts of Johnston and Herzig, who wrote that cultural competence research has the 

potential not only to advance non-essentialist views about culture, but also to uncover 

important structural issues that are preventing non-dominant groups from receiving 

adequate attention and care in our society. Journalists who are more culturally competent 

would include “macro” and “micro” perspectives in their news texts and could examine 
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structural issues that influence a particular culture or situation. The skills dimension of 

the concept tends to relate to decisions and outcomes related to professional conduct, 

such as decisions related to a therapeutic treatment, a healthcare option, or an educational 

approach. Journalists are actors in a mass media communication system that helps shape 

cultural meanings for society. Cultural competence for journalists has broad implications 

regarding the level and depth of the public’s understandings about culturally different 

“Others” and their perceptions of themselves, of others, and of the world in general. 

Therefore, the cultural competence skills required of journalists would involve not only 

communicating appropriately and effectively with culturally different “Others,” but also 

representing them in news texts in non-stereotypical ways. 

Like Hannerz (1990), Falicov (1998), and Johnston and Herzig (2006), this study 

argues that cultural competence is a useful concept, although it needs to be 

conceptualized in a way that addresses some of its valid criticisms. This study is an 

attempt to achieve this new conceptualization. In addition, like Johnston and Herzig, who 

acknowledged problems with the concept but argued that access to healthcare for 

Mexican farm workers was too important to ignore, I would argue that representations of 

culturally different “Others” in the news media are too important to ignore. The concept 

of cultural competence is a start toward consciously examining how journalists interact 

with people from a variety of cultural perspectives and how they represent those 

perspectives in their news texts. 
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Cultural Competence and Journalism 

As noted earlier, journalists have the power to create, shape, and reproduce social 

meanings; in effect, as Tuchman (1978) says, to construct our social reality. With this 

power comes the responsibility to report news and events in a way that inhibits bias, 

including biases based on different ways of making sense of our lives. The criticisms of 

news coverage discussed in previous chapters are evidence of how difficult it can be to 

avoid this cultural bias. Becoming more culturally competent would be one way to 

counteract what might otherwise be journalists’ unexamined perceptions or reactions to a 

news event, and their creation of representations of the news events based on these 

unexamined assumptions. The concept of cultural competence offers the potential to gain 

the awareness, knowledge, and skills for journalists to produce news texts that offer more 

contextualized representations of the people, communities, and situations they cover. 

News texts that demonstrate a higher degree of cultural competence would demonstrate a 

reporter’s awareness, knowledge, and skills within the text, such as through use of non-

stereotypical language, and would reflect the complexities of life of an individual or in a 

particular community.  

The need for improved coverage in this area has been acknowledged by some of 

the leaders of the profession. A group of 30 editors from ASNE’s Journalism Values 

Institute 10 years ago identified enduring journalistic values in the age of new media and 

came up with ethical guidelines for reporters in covering news and producing news 

stories. The group suggests that reporters bookend coverage of a story by asking 

themselves a series of questions “to measure their work and test their values system” 
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(ASNE, 1999). For example, before the story is written, journalists should ask 

themselves: “What assumptions and preconceived views do we bring to the table – how 

do these preconceived views shape our news coverage before we even begin to frame the 

story?” or, “How are we listening and to whom – what voices do we need to cover to 

illuminate news coverage and how do we need to tap into the many dimensions of our 

communities to find those voices?” After a story is written, reporters should ask 

themselves additional questions, such as: “Does the newspaper convey a truly deep (not 

just broad) understanding of our communities? Does it provide diversity of thought, 

people, points of view and sources that fully reflect our communities?” or, “Does the 

newspaper explain instead of just describe? Does it provide context, meaning and 

perspective (not just facts, figures and data) that help citizens make sense of what is 

going on around them? Does the newspaper provide clarity of complexity?” (ASNE, 

1999, p. 3). 

Many of the proposed questions reflect aspects of cultural competence, such as 

journalists being aware of their assumptions and preconceived views before covering a 

story, attempting to assess the nuances of a situation, being aware of which voices are 

being used to tell a story, providing better understanding as a result of the coverage, 

capturing the language of people in the community, and portraying the complexities of 

the communities in news texts. Thus, the concept of cultural competence could 

appropriately be applied to journalists. 
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Cultural Competence, Journalism and Gaps in Literature 

While the concept of cultural competence is becoming increasingly important 

across a number of fields and disciplines, a review of literature related to the concept 

reveals several important gaps. Currently, the concept has not been applied in any 

extensive way to journalists. The definitions and empirical measures of cultural 

competence remain unclear and the theoretical frameworks applied to the concept have 

been inconsistent. Lastly, important criticisms of the concept, including that it 

essentializes the concept of culture and does not include important dimensions of power, 

structure, and positionality, have not been adequately addressed in current cultural 

competence models. 

The conceptualization of cultural competence proposed in this study is intended to 

address the current weaknesses and gaps in current definitions of the concept. The 

conceptualization is operationalized and applied to a case study using both qualitative and 

quantitative data collection methods. The case study examines a multimedia journalism 

course required for journalism undergraduate seniors at Temple University in 

Philadelphia, PA. As part of the course, undergraduate journalism students produce news 

stories about urban neighborhoods in which many of the residents make sense of their 

lives in ways that are different from the students. The study examines the factors that 

contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of the student reporters, and explores in 

more depth the question of how new media technologies influence cultural competence. 

Specifically, three research questions will be explored: 
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RQ #1) What are the specific factors that contribute to the cultural competence of 

journalists?  

RQ #2) What specific factors hinder journalists’ ability to offer culturally 

competent news coverage? 

RQ #3) To what extent can new multimedia journalistic practices influence the 

cultural competence of news coverage? 

The next chapter outlines the research methods that were used for the study, and 

describes the multimedia journalism course used in the research. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODS 

A case study approach was used to answer the research questions outlined in the 

previous chapter. Case studies are best used to describe, explore, or explain answers to 

“how” and “why” questions, “when the investigator has little control over events, and 

when the focus is on a contemporary phenomenon within some real-life context” (Yin, 

1994, p. 1). Case studies also focus attention on one or a few instances of some social 

phenomenon (Babbie, 2007), such as, in this case, student reporters interacting with 

sources and writing news stories about urban neighborhoods. A case study approach 

involves data-gathering using a number of strategies and sources, including open-ended 

interviews, participant observation, and the review of documents and archival records 

(Spath & Pine, 2004; Yin, 1994). Case studies also can involve both quantitative and 

qualitative research methods to explain one phenomenon (Spath & Pine, 2004). Two 

advantages of case study research include that it permits an in-depth grounding of 

observations about social action and social structures in natural settings, and that it 

provides information from a number of sources over a period of time, thus permitting a 

holistic study of complex social interactions (Orum, Feagin, & Sjoberg, 1991). 

A case study is appropriate for this study because the research questions are 

designed to describe and explore the complex, underlying factors of the cultural 

competence of journalists. The context is a contemporary, real-life situation – student 

reporters in the field – over which the researcher has little control. While the research 

questions are not directly asking “how” and “why,” they are seeking implicitly to explain 
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how cultural competence manifests in journalistic practices, technologies, and 

institutions, which makes them appropriate to be answered through a case study (Yin, 

1994). Also, a case study is best used “to cover contextual conditions – believing that 

they might be highly pertinent to your phenomenon of study” (Yin, 1994, p. 13). In the 

case of interactions between student journalists and their news sources, the context of the 

interactions is extremely important (e.g., the background of the student journalists, the 

background of the news sources, the type of story being covered, and the medium used to 

cover the story). Thus, a case study approach is well suited for this examination. 

Type of Data Collected 

Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected as part of the case study to 

provide the range and depth of data needed for a comprehensive analysis of the cultural 

competence of journalists. Collecting qualitative data was considered particularly 

important due to the complicated nature of culture. In an evaluation of cultural 

competence training programs for social workers, Charmaine Williams (2007) noted that 

most assessments of perception and competence levels are attained through self-report 

scales, but these scales are “unable to provide information about performance or 

outcomes” (p. 125). To assess performance and outcomes related to cultural competence, 

Williams advocated a mixed-methods approach which contributes to a more 

comprehensive evaluation, adds depth and clarity of information derived from the 

evaluation, and provides more in-depth data and other information missing from 

quantitative assessments (pp. 128-129). In reporting the results of her evaluation, 
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Williams concluded that “the qualitative data quite clearly aided the interpretation of the 

quantitative analysis” (p. 132). 

Use of both quantitative and qualitative methods has frequently been the basis of 

research across a number of disciplines, such as communication, health, education and 

training, and sociology (Morgan, 1998; Wajcman & Martin, 2002; Williams, 2007). The 

main argument of these researchers regarding use of both quantitative and qualitative 

methods in their research is that the data collected complement one another.  

Cecilia Begley (1995), in a study of nursing practice and research, argues that the 

debate among some scholars about whether quantitative methods are superior to 

qualitative methods (or vice versa) is “a fruitless one, and indeed is almost meaningless. 

The methods are different, not only in that they use different techniques, but in that they 

are based on different assumptions” (p. 123). The assumptions involved with the 

quantitative approach, she wrote, are that data should be collected in a scientific, 

objective and measurable way, while qualitative researchers seek to document and 

interpret as fully as possible and are interested in in-depth study of humans and their 

experiences (p. 122). Qualitative researchers dispute the notion that research can be 

conducted in an “objective” fashion. Instead, they argue the approach to the study of 

human groups involves subjectivity and interpretation (Denzin, 2008, p. 2). Begley 

(1995) and others argue further in favor of methodological triangulation, which involves 

the use of multiple methods with a similar focus, with the findings complementing one 

another at the end of the study (p. 125). This study adopts a methodological triangulation 
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approach in order to achieve “rigor, breadth, complexity, richness, and depth” in its 

inquiry (Flick, 2002, p. 229). 

As discussed previously, the concept of cultural competence has been measured 

both quantitatively and qualitatively. One cultural competence study involving public 

health nursing students used both quantitative and qualitative methods, including a pre- 

and post-test survey of the students before and after a 16-week course that involved 

workshops on cultural competence, as well as the collection of narrative data in 

workshops in which the students discussed cross-cultural encounters (Doutrich & Storey, 

2004). Williams (2007) in her evaluation of cultural competence training programs for 

social workers used pre- and post-intervention data collection, feedback forms with open-

ended questions, followed by selected semi-structured interviews.  A triangulated 

approach using a mix of research methods addresses some of the criticisms of current 

cultural competence measures (Johnston & Herzig, 2006). For example, asking open-

ended questions about the nature of cultural competence in qualitative, in-depth 

interviews allows for a more flexible, broad and potentially anti-essentialist discussion of 

culture and cultural competence that would be difficult to achieve in a quantitative survey 

instrument. The mix of methods used in this study is offered to specifically address 

current concerns about cultural competence research and will be outlined below. 

When assessing cultural competence, it is important to determine the level of 

analysis (Sue, 2006). Sue argued that one level of cultural competence involves the 

provider, or the professional who works one-on-one with clients (or, in this case, the 

student journalists interacting with their sources). The other area of analysis, according to 
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Sue, occurs at the institutional level, including organizational structure, hiring, the 

establishment of programs, evaluation, outreach, access and availability of service, 

utilization, costs and benefits, and quality of care or services. Professionals in other fields 

recognize institutional-level cultural competence as important. The cultural competence 

continuum of Cross et al. (1989) contains guidelines for agencies that service minority 

clients. NASW (2001) also details guidelines for institutions in its standards. The trend of 

including institutional-level standards in cultural competence models helps to address 

structural issues related to provision of services to non-dominant groups. As noted in the 

previous chapter, structural issues tend not to be emphasized in cultural competence 

models and current measurements of cultural competence also tend to address individual-

level cultural competence only.  

The unit of analysis in this case study was the individual student journalist. The 

student journalists were enrolled in Temple University’s journalism program and were 

participating in a course called the Multimedia Urban Reporting Lab in which they 

covered a neighborhood in Philadelphia currently underserved by the mainstream media. 

While the unit of analysis is the individual student journalist, the analysis also takes into 

account the fact that journalists are influenced by and work within a larger institution 

(Hamilton, 2004) – in this case, the university and its Journalism Department’s 

multimedia media lab with two professors acting as editors – as well as in a capitalistic 

economy (Herman & Chomsky, 1988). The unit of analysis was determined to be the 

individual student journalist due to the fact that reporters make numerous, independent 
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decisions when covering a news story, including which sources to talk to, which angles to 

consider, and how to prioritize and write a piece (Gans, 1980; Tuchman, 1978). 

Study Design 

In order to answer RQ #1 – What are the specific factors that contribute to the 

cultural competence of journalists? – and RQ #2 – What specific factors hinder 

journalists’ ability to offer culturally competent news coverage? – I used the following 

methods: a self-assessment survey, in-depth interviews with students, their news sources, 

neighborhood representatives, and course professors, as well as observations of students 

in the field. The data from each data collection method were compared to identify and 

assess the factors that influenced the culture competence of the student reporters. The 

conceptual and operational definitions of cultural competence proposed in this study were 

used as a framework for assessing the cultural competence of the student journalists in 

observations, the textual analysis of their news stories, and in the survey and interview 

questions. 

A 38-question quantitative survey instrument was designed to assess the self-

perceived cultural competence of student journalists and identify the factors that 

influence their process of becoming more or less culturally competent. The survey 

involved a mix of closed- and open-ended questions, and was based on the conceptual 

definition of cultural competence offered in Chapter 3, as well as the operational 

definition of the concept provided at the end of this chapter. Specifically, the survey 

incorporated questions related to the awareness, knowledge, and skills of the student 

reporters, including their assessment of how they are able to relate to and interpret 
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individuals who have cultural perspectives that are different from their own. Awareness 

questions included the students’ perceptions about how their cultural backgrounds 

influenced the way they think and act, as well as how they interact with others and 

whether they perceived the neighborhood they covered as culturally different from the 

community in which they grew up. Knowledge questions included an overall assessment 

of the students’ perceived level of knowledge about the neighborhood (on a five-point 

Likert scale ranging from “very limited” to “very good”) and how well they came to 

understand problems and issues from the residents’ perspective. Skills questions included 

the level of comfort the students believed they had developed while interacting with 

neighborhood residents and their perceived ability to represent the complexities of the 

neighborhood in their news texts. The survey also asked numerous open-ended questions 

so that the respondents could address their perceptions and interactions with others in 

their own words. The survey was given out to the students at the start of the semester 

after their first visit to the neighborhood they covered. A shorter version of the survey – 

minus some background and demographic questions – was given to the students at the 

end of the semester to determine if the student journalists experienced any changes in 

their perceptions during their time in the neighborhood. In the data analysis, chi-square 

tests were conducted to determine the relationship between particular variables. 

In-depth interviews were conducted with a random sample of students who were 

asked about their perspectives regarding potential factors that could influence their 

cultural competence. Within the same sample of student interviewees, observations of 

students were conducted as they worked as reporters in the neighborhoods and interacted 
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with their news sources. The participant observation data provided important information 

related to the interactions between the student reporters and their sources, including non-

verbal behaviors and communication, informal conversations, underlying rules of 

behavior, and news gathering norms and routines used by the students. Additional in-

depth interviews were conducted with some of the students’ news sources and 

neighborhood representatives to determine their perspectives on factors that influence the 

students’ cultural competence. The interviews were designed to triangulate the data and 

to give a voice to the news sources and neighborhood representatives regarding the 

cultural competence of the student journalists, thereby shifting power to these sources 

and local neighborhood representatives. In-depth interviews also were carried out with 

the multimedia lab professors to identify factors from their perspectives that contribute to 

or hinder the cultural competence of the student journalists. 

To answer RQ #3 – To what extent can new multimedia journalistic practices 

influence the cultural competence of news coverage? – the following data collection 

methods were used: observations of students as they engaged with residents and with new 

media technologies in the neighborhoods; and a general review of students’ multimedia 

news texts, as well as an in-depth textual analysis of news stories produced by two 

student groups covering the same story in the same neighborhood during different 

semesters. The survey and interview questions related to multimedia included questions 

about the medium best able to represent life in the neighborhoods.  

Data were collected and analyzed at two levels. Factors that contributed to or 

hindered the cultural competence of the student journalists were identified by the general 
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population of students taking the course during the semesters studied through the surveys, 

in-depth interviews of the students, their news sources, and neighborhood representatives, 

as well as through observations of students in the field.  Observations of selected students 

and a general review of selected students’ news texts also were conducted to assess 

evidence of potential contributing or hindering factors of cultural competence. 

Once potential influencing factors were identified, the factors were further 

explored by the close analysis of two student groups made up of a total of six students 

who covered the same issue in the same neighborhood during different semesters. The six 

students’ interactions with residents in the field as well as their news texts, which focused 

on the use of illegal drugs in the neighborhood, were analyzed for evidence of awareness, 

knowledge and skills associated with cultural competence. Interviews with the six 

students, their news sources, and neighborhood representatives also were conducted to 

triangulate the data. Observations of the students in the field and a more in-depth textual 

analysis of the six students’ news texts also were conducted. Thus, the study includes 

generalized findings obtained from the larger student population and with a smaller 

sample of students who were interviewed, along with more in-depth findings gained from 

the close examination of two student groups’ reporting process and their news texts. 

Specifics of the Data Collection 

A total of 223 students were surveyed over six semesters from Spring 2007 until 

Fall 2008. The six semesters in which the survey was distributed included two six-week 

summer sessions during which the multimedia journalism course was offered.  A pre-test 

of the survey was distributed during the Fall 2006 semester. After a preliminary analysis 
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of the findings from the first two semesters of the survey, it was decided to begin 

collecting survey data at the start of the semester and again at the end of the semester. 

The second survey was a 19-question instrument that asked for closed and open-ended 

responses to questions related to the students’ experience in the field, such as their 

perceived ability to build trust with their news sources and how their perceptions of the 

neighborhood had changed during the semester, if at all. Copies of both questionnaires 

are located in the Appendix.   

A total of 71 in-depth interviews were conducted, including those with 46 student 

reporters, 17 news sources, four representatives of neighborhoods covered by the 

students, and four professors from the multimedia class. Two of the four neighborhood 

representatives were political representatives of the neighborhoods; one representative 

was the editor of the neighborhood newspaper; and one was a longtime businessman, 

resident and community volunteer in one neighborhood. In addition, a total of 28 

observations were conducted with 15 different student groups covering 11 neighborhoods 

from Fall 2006 until Summer 2008. I also participated in many of the classes that the 

students attended. Copies of the interview guides and observation criteria also are located 

in the Appendix.   

While the students were randomly selected for interviews, there was an attempt to 

interview an even distribution of male and female students and to scatter the sample 

across various neighborhoods. In three cases, the students were selected to be interviewed 

because they grew up in the neighborhoods they were covering as reporters. In another 

case, the student was selected because he was attending the university as international 
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student. Students who were part of “in-groups”/“insiders” and “out-groups”/“outsiders” 

were attempted to be included in the sample to determine: 1) a better conceptualization of 

these concepts in the case of journalists; and 2) the full range of factors that contribute to 

the cultural competence of journalists.  

The second level of data collection involved the close analysis of a smaller 

sample of two student groups who covered a similar story in the same neighborhood in 

Philadelphia. The close analysis allowed for a more in-depth examination of the factors 

influencing the cultural competence of the student journalists that were uncovered in the 

surveys and in-depth interviews. It also allowed for a richer, more in-depth analysis of the 

student journalists themselves and made room for the complexity involved in determining 

the factors that influence the cultural competence of journalists. One student group in the 

smaller sample worked in the neighborhood during the Spring 2008 semester and the 

other reported there during the Summer 2008 semester. One of the students in the Spring 

2008 group was a potential neighborhood “insider” since she grew up in and still lived in 

the neighborhood she was covering. Ten of the 17 news sources interviewed lived or 

worked in the neighborhood, and two of the four neighborhood representatives 

interviewed were connected to the community. I went into the field with one student 

group twice, and with the other group four times. I also conducted in-depth interviews 

with all of the students in each group at the beginning and end of the semester. Thus, a 

number of data collection methods were employed for the in-depth analysis. 

The second level of data collection also involved a textual analysis of the two 

student groups’ final project for the course, which involved the same subject – illegal 
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drug use in the neighborhood. In a textual analysis, the researcher attempts to “make an 

educated guess at some of the most likely interpretations that might be made of that text” 

(McKee, 2003, p. 1). In addition to likely interpretations of the students’ texts, I also 

looked for evidence of culturally competent awareness, knowledge, and skills on the part 

of the student journalists within the texts. The operational definition of cultural 

competence outlined at the end of this chapter provided the framework for the analysis. 

Another important aspect of assessing the cultural competence of the coverage was 

determining whether the students were able to represent the complexities of life in the 

neighborhood in the news texts. This assessment was conducted in part through 

interviews with news sources and neighborhood experts, as well as looking at use of 

language in the texts and the level of detail the students used to express nuances of the 

neighborhood. 

The sections that follow describe in more detail the methods used to answer the 

research questions in this study. The discussion first focuses on the multimedia reporting 

lab and the type of news coverage examined, followed by an examination of specific 

methods used to assess the cultural competence of the student journalists.  

A Mixed-Method Examination of Student Journalists in an  

Undergraduate Multimedia Journalism Program 

The Journalism Department at Temple University in Philadelphia was examined 

as part of this study. The department features a convergence-based media laboratory, 

MURL, that requires journalism students to use multiple media technologies to cover 

news and features in city neighborhoods. During a 15-week course in their senior year, 
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the journalism students are required to produce news and features in print pieces, photo 

galleries, and video and audio broadcast packages – all of which uploaded and linked 

together on the multimedia lab’s Web site. The students work in groups and each group 

focuses on a particular neighborhood in the city. All of the work the students produce is 

available to the public via the Web site.  

The university in this study is part of a larger statewide system of higher 

education, and has a student population of more than 34,000 (Temple University, 2008a).  

Located in a large urban setting, the university falls within the top 30 of the largest 

universities in the United States. The student population was ranked in the top five of the 

most diverse student populations in the nation, using the criterion: Is your student body 

made up of diverse social and ethnic types? (Temple University, 2008b). In 2007, the 

university had an undergraduate and graduate student population of 31,046, 57.3% of 

whom were white, 15.1% of whom were black, 9.8% of whom were Asian/Pacific 

Islander, 9.9% of whom were other or of unknown ethnic origin, 4.1% of whom were 

international students, and 3.4% of whom were Hispanic (University statistics, 2008). 

This compares to the total U.S. population of 281,421,906, 75.1% of whom are white, 

12.5% of whom are Latino, 12.3% are black or African-American, 5.5% of whom are fall 

into the “other” category of race, and 3.6% of whom are Asian (Neighborhood 

Information System [NIS], 2009a). The University’s Journalism Department has more 

than 800 undergraduate and graduate students who are active in organizations such as the 

university’s local chapter of the Society of Professional Journalists and the university’s 

Association of Black Journalists. The Department offers majors in four sequences: 
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news editorial, photojournalism, broadcast journalism, and magazines. The course 

requirements in the Journalism Program include classes in Writing for Journalism, 

Audio-Video Newsgathering, and Design for Journalists (School of Communication and 

Theater: Requirements, 2009). Students also are required to take liberal arts requirements 

including U.S. history courses, an economics course, political science courses, and an 

elective, which included courses in race and racism in the news, gender and American 

mass media, and international news communication. These courses cover important 

“macro” level information journalists would need to become more culturally competent. 

Thus, the Department has a goal of training its journalists to be sensitive to diverse 

perspectives, including a wide range of cultural perspectives. The Department also 

features several international programs, including journalism study at campuses in 

London, Tokyo, and Dublin (School of Communication and Theater, 2009). 

The Department’s multimedia lab is located at the university’s campus in the 

center of the city, one of four urban campuses supported by the university. Covering city 

neighborhoods that are underserved by the local media is part of the multimedia lab’s 

mission. The course Web site states that the lab is “the cornerstone of the Journalism 

Department’s mission to better tell stories in the under-covered and under-served 

neighborhoods of Philadelphia. Students tell the stories that represent the diverse voices 

of the multicultural and multinational Philadelphia neighborhoods” (MURL, 2009). The 

students cover the neighborhoods with news stories that feature topical information and 

current issues in the community. The coverage is in line with the multimedia lab mission, 
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which states that its “brand of news provides a form of hyper-local coverage missing 

from our urban communities: journalism street by street” (MURL, 2009). 

The Department began requiring all journalism students to take the multimedia 

course starting in the Spring 2008 semester. Students are prepared to go out into the 

neighborhoods through classroom discussions on community reporting, lectures on 

reporting on the neighborhoods from local journalists, and research conducted by the 

students on the particular neighborhood they chose to cover. The students typically work 

in groups of three in the course, and the professors attempt to vary the skill sets of the 

students within each group. Thus, one group might have a broadcasting student, a news 

editorial student, and a photojournalism student. The philosophy is that the students 

within a group can teach one another new technical skills, such a shooting video or 

writing news.  

During the 2006-2007 academic year, the students taking the multimedia lab 

course were required to concentrate their coverage in the city’s “Golden Block,” a section 

of Philadelphia made up mostly of lower-income African-American and Latino, primarily 

Puerto Rican, residents.2 The fall and spring semester multimedia lab classes that year 

formed into groups of two or three students each and each group selected one of several 

different “Golden Block” neighborhoods to cover. According to U.S. Census statistics, in 

four of the neighborhoods located in the “Golden Block,” for example, approximately 

59% of the neighborhoods’ residents are African-American, 33.3% are Hispanic, and 

14.8% are Caucasian (Neighborhood Information System, 2009a). In addition, 

approximately 43% of the residents had incomes below 100% of the poverty level and 
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64.5% had incomes below 200% of the poverty level. The poverty level varies depending 

on the size of the household, and ranges from a one-person household with an income of 

$8,794 to a household of nine people or more with an income of $35,060 (U.S. Census, 

2000b). Abandoned homes are scattered throughout these neighborhoods and part of the 

area has been dubbed “the Badlands” due to its brisk drug trade (Jones, 2001; Nightline, 

2007; Volk, 2007).  

A pre-test survey conducted with 16 multimedia lab students at the end of the Fall 

2006 semester found that 87.5% of the students believed that the neighborhood they 

covered was culturally “very different” from the community in which they grew up. In 

open-ended responses in the survey, the students provided a variety of comments on how 

the community they covered differed culturally from their “home” community. Many 

noted “macro” aspects of culture, including that the neighborhoods were racially and 

economically different from their home communities. Others noted a difference in 

language, since many of the neighborhoods had Spanish-speaking populations. One 

student wrote in response to an open-ended question that the neighborhood’s streets were 

“dirty.” Another noted she was “absolutely astonished” at the quality of homes people 

lived in.  

Given the perceived differences between the students and residents of the 

“Golden Block” and other undercovered neighborhoods in the city, it could be argued 

that the students are part of an “out group” who need to be more culturally competent in 

order to write accurate news stories about life in these communities. The “out group” 

categorization could be extended to most professional journalists as well. Weaver, Beam, 
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Brownlee, Voakes, and Wilhoit (2007) found in a demographic study of professional 

journalists that full-time journalists tend to come “predominantly from the established 

and dominant cultural groups in society” (p. 12). The overall percentage of racial and 

ethnic minorities in full-time U.S. mainstream journalism jobs increased slightly from 

8.2%  in 1992 to 9.5% in 2002, Weaver and his colleagues found, noting that minority 

groups were underrepresented “as compared with their relative proportions in the overall 

U.S. adult population” (p. 12). An estimated 89% of the journalists had at least a college 

bachelor’s degree, they found (p. 31). Thus, the students taking the multimedia lab course 

represented a group of journalists – in this case, student journalists – who would need to 

be more culturally competent in order to fully represent the complexities of life of the 

neighborhoods in their news stories.  

It is understood that this case study of the multimedia lab students provides an in-

depth look at one student journalism program. The results of the study are not expected to 

be broadly generalizable to all journalists; a single study, like a single experiment, does 

not equate with any type of representative “sample” (Yin, 1994). However, the results 

still will be useful in examining theoretical propositions related to cultural competence 

(Yin, 1994), and can enhance understanding of the concept, including how it applies to 

journalists and whether and how cultural competence reveals itself in news texts. The 

results also show how the journalism students assess their own competence when 

interacting with and reporting on culturally different Others, as well as compare the 

students’ self-assessments with those of their news sources and neighborhood experts.  
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The students taking the course obviously differ from professional journalists in 

that they are still in training. They are similar in educational level to professional 

journalists, although they also skew younger demographically and are more racially and 

ethnically diverse than professional journalists, according to Weaver et al.’s study (Please 

refer to p. 153 of this study to view the demographics of the student reporters). Most of 

the students are in the final stages of their bachelor degree requirements and are expected 

to be on the job market within months or a year of completing the course. In addition, the 

students are, like most professional journalists, involved in the practice of writing news 

stories about communities that are culturally different from their own. The news texts 

produced by the students are publicly available via the Internet. People accessing the 

Web site are reading and learning about the neighborhoods; the fact that the stories are 

produced by students is not necessarily significant to the reading public. Thus, the 

students are both similar and slightly different than professional journalists.  

Factors to be Considered 

I am a white, female doctoral student living in the northeastern United States. My 

family background is suburban and middle-class. I have professional experience in the 

mass media, including six years working as a reporter for three daily newspapers in the 

northeastern United States and seven years working as a researcher, writer and producer 

for internationally and nationally broadcast television programs. My background includes 

various interactions with people with cultural perspectives that are different from my 

own. I studied mass media at the University of Manchester in England for a semester as 

an undergraduate student and later received cross-cultural and Spanish language training 
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in the Dominican Republic, where I lived for more than two years as a Peace Corps 

volunteer. I was able to use my now-limited Spanish language skills in this study during 

student observations in the neighborhoods. The cross-cultural training I received also 

helped to understand the value of being aware of one’s own cultural background and 

biases in cross-cultural situations. My television experience involved in producing 

episodes for nationally and internationally broadcast television in countries in South and 

Central America, Mexico, and the Caribbean, as well as Egypt and Canada. The 

experience helped me to realize the real and potential barriers involved when 

communicating about diverse cultures to mass audiences.  

It is important to note that I have not worked as a reporter in Philadelphia, nor am 

I particularly knowledgeable about Philadelphia’s neighborhoods or the residents’ ways 

of making sense of their lives. Thus, by my own admission I would not assess myself as 

culturally competent as a journalist covering the neighborhoods in the city. As a 

researcher, I have attempted to become more culturally competent by developing an 

awareness of my own biases and perspectives, by gaining knowledge about the complex 

nature of the concept of culture and coming to understand some of the “macro” and 

“micro” influences on particular cultures in some of the neighborhoods, and by 

developing skills needed to interact effectively and appropriately with the student 

journalists, their news sources, and neighborhood representatives. 

Operational Definition of Cultural Competence for this Study 

The operational definition of cultural competence relates to how the concept is 

measured (Babbie, 1982). Sue’s (1992) dimensions of awareness, knowledge, and skills 
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are used as the major constructs for the cultural competence of journalists. The 

conceptual definition and operational definition measures outlined are based on concepts 

and measures developed by scholars in intercultural communication competence, 

anthropology, and cultural competence researchers in the fields of health care, 

psychology, education, and social work.  

The proposed operational definition for this study, including factors that might 

influence the cultural competence of the student journalists, is located below. 
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Table 1: Proposed Operational Definition of Dimensions and Potential Factors 
influencing the Cultural Competence of Journalists  
 

Awareness Knowledge Skills 
One’s own position and 

cultural perspectives, biases 
 

Understanding by the students 
that they were raised in a 
particular culture with a 

language, history,  
power and economic relations 

with other counties, and 
particular beliefs and values 

 
Understanding by the students of 

their more specific, individual 
cultural influences, which are 

related to socio-economic status, 
race or ethnicity, education level, 
religion, age, political ideology, 

and where they were raised 
 

Understanding that cultures 
continually change 

Awareness of potential power 
issues associated with sources 

and journalists 
 

Acknowledgement that 
journalists ultimately control the 

type and content within news 
texts 

 
Willingness by the students to 

relinquish some degree of 
control over the news texts to 

news sources, such as few 
interruptions when interviewing, 

use of lengthy and accurate 
quotations by news sources, and 
a high level of use of audio and 
video clips with news sources 

speaking with their own voices 
 

Specifics of the “macro” 
aspects of particular 

cultures 
 

Knowledge of language(s) 
 

Knowledge of the cultures’ 
history, political, economic 
and political structures, and 
certain beliefs and values, 
including religious beliefs 

 
Specifics of cultural 

nuances, or the “micro” 
aspects of particular 

cultures 
 

Knowledge of the nuances of 
the cultures, including its 

cultural cues and variation of 
behaviors and beliefs of 

individuals within the culture 
they are covering  

 
Knowledge of the specific 

influences within and outside 
of a culture that are 

historically and presently 
contributing to its continual 

evolution and change 
 
 
 
 

Being able to communicate 
effectively and 

appropriately with news 
sources 

 
Sending and receiving of 

messages appropriately and 
effectively – Assessed 

through the clarity of verbal 
and non-verbal 

communication with 
sources, a lack of 

communication miscues 
with sources, and listening 

attentively 
 

Producing news texts in a 
way that represents the 

complexities of the 
neighborhood for a mass 

media audience 
 

Creating news texts that 
avoid stereotypes and that 

provide context for the way 
in which people in the 

neighborhood make sense of 
their lives – 

 
Writing news stories in a 

way that acknowledges that 
the perspective(s) offered 
ultimately reflect a partial 

truth 
 

Writing a wide variety of 
stories 

 
Producing news texts that 
express the news sources’ 

perspectives 
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Table 1: Proposed Operational Definition of Dimensions and Potential Factors 
influencing the Cultural Competence of Journalists (continued) 
 

Awareness Knowledge Skills 
The understanding that news 

texts ultimately reflect a 
partial truth 

 
Acknowledgement by student in 

conversation or interviews or, 
possibly, in their news texts or 

blogs, that news texts cannot tell 
the complete story or they can 

only tell part of the story 
 

Awareness of the complexities 
involved in intercultural 

communication 
 

Understanding that 
communication with news 

sources is a two-way process 
 

Demonstration of dispositions 
associated with effective and 

appropriate intercultural 
communication, such as little 
hesitation to approach news 

sources who are of a different 
culture; self-confidence, or the 

ability to approach news sources 
with relative ease; 

inquisitiveness, or asking 
numerous questions and 

listening to responses about the 
news source’s perspective; 

maturity, or being even-
tempered and respectful 

interactions with sources; and 
the willingness to challenge 

stereotypes, understand one’s 
limits, and learn from their news 

sources 
 
 

 Ability to empathize with 
others 

Identifying with and 
understanding the news 

sources’ situation 
 

Type of approach, questions, 
and responses, in this case, 

of the students in their 
interactions with news 

sources (e.g., not taking too 
much time if the person is in 

a hurry, or  not asking 
aggressive questions on 

sensitive subjects) 
 

Remaining open toward 
divergent cultural 

experiences 
Building relationships with 

sources in their 
neighborhoods 

 
Being comfortable with 

differences 
 

Being motivated to interact 
with people of diverse 

cultures 
 

Showing respect for 
culturally different “Others” 

 
Motivation to interact with 

culturally different “Others,” 
(e.g., little hesitation to 

approach those with 
different cultural 

perspectives) 
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Using this operational definition as a framework, data were collected from the 

surveys, interviews, observations, and news texts. In the analysis of the data collected for 

the study, themes regarding factors that contributed to or hindered the cultural 

competence of the student journalists – using the operational definition provided here – 

were drawn first from the interviews with the students, their sources, the neighborhood 

representatives, and the course professors. The themes that emerged then were compared 

with the students’ survey responses and data from the observations of students in the field 

to determine the veracity of the identified factors that influenced the cultural competence 

of the student journalists and to determine if new factors emerged. Factors related to 

multimedia practices also were specifically examined in the data. 

The closer examination of the two student groups was designed to further explore 

the factors that contributed to or hindered the cultural competence of the student reporters 

and their news coverage. Data considered in the closer examination included the six 

students’ survey and interview responses, information gained during interviews with their 

sources and neighborhood representatives, data from observations, as well as a textual 

analysis of the students’ final projects. The following three chapters detail the findings 

that emerged from the data. 
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CHAPTER 5 

THEMES RELATED TO THE CULTURAL COMPETENCE OF JOURNALISTS: 

AWARENESS, KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS AND THE SELF 

This chapter provides key findings from the data regarding factors that 

contributed to or hindered the cultural competence of the student journalists, their 

reporting process, and their news coverage. Five key factors were found to contribute to 

or hinder the cultural competence of the student journalists: awareness of self; awareness 

of the complexity of “insider” or “outsider” status; use of journalistic ethics, norms and 

routines; knowledge of the Other, and skills and attributes that influence knowledge of 

the Other. The first three factors are oriented by the self, while the final two are related to 

the Other.  The factors were uncovered by first being drawn as themes emerging from in-

depth interviews with the student reporters, their news sources, representatives of the 

neighborhoods, and course professors. The themes were further explored with data from 

the surveys and observations of students, and, in the case of the findings related to 

multimedia journalism, a review of news texts. Thus, the themes uncovered were 

triangulated and synthesized into the five factors outlined below.  

The factors are divided into two main categories: awareness, knowledge, skills, 

and the self, and awareness, knowledge, skills, and the Other. This chapter examines 

factors related to cultural competence and the self, while the next chapter discusses 

factors related to cultural competence and the Other. The study’s proposed operational 

definition of cultural competence served as a guide to identify the themes that emerged 

from the data, as well as to help group themes into specific factors. Many of the factors 
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and their elements identified are supported by findings from previous cultural 

competence research, while others represent new factors associated with cultural 

competence specific to the case of journalists. It is important to note that some elements 

within the factors overlap. For example, skills that influence knowledge of the Other, 

such as friendliness and open-mindedness, also can be used to negotiate an “outsider” 

status in the community, another factor that emerged as significant. In these cases, a 

decision was made to include an element within the factor in which it operated most 

strongly or where it seemed most appropriate. In the case of friendliness and open-

mindedness, these elements were placed in the revised operational definition under the 

factor of skills that influence knowledge of the Other. 

An important overall conclusion from this research is that measuring the level of 

cultural competence of individual student journalists is complicated, if not impossible. 

Each student journalist demonstrated competencies in certain factors and elements within 

the different dimensions of cultural competence. For example, some students were open 

and friendly with local residents and were able to interact with them as reporters in the 

neighborhood, yet they did not demonstrate an awareness of their own cultural 

perspectives. Also, competencies were demonstrated at different levels in different 

situations. For example, students expressed different levels of empathy in different 

situations. In addition, student reporters’ self-perceptions sometimes contradicted the 

perceptions of news sources on matters such as their ability to represent life in the 

neighborhood or to build trust with residents.  
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Moreover, the students identified with their cultural perspectives in various ways. 

Some students said they connected culturally according to their race or ethnicity, while 

for others race was not as important as their religion or the fact that they were connected 

with city’s gay culture. This finding supports the study’s conceptualization of culture as 

an extremely complex concept, and reinforces the notion that individuals are a part of 

many large and small cultures and carry multiple identities, both self-ascribed and 

ascribed by others, within any particular culture. Individuals also give more weight to 

certain cultural influences than they do others, and, like cultures themselves, it is likely 

that the students’ cultural perspectives will change over time. Thus, this study will not 

attempt to identify the cultural competence of individual reporters, but will be  focused 

on identifying and examining overall factors that assist journalists in becoming more or 

less competent in intercultural situations.  

The chapter begins with some general findings about the student journalists drawn 

from the surveys given out over the two years of the study. The next section identifies 

and discusses the first three key findings in the study: factors that contributed to or 

hindered the cultural competence of the student journalists as they relate to self.  Before 

the detailed discussion about cultural competence and the self, an overall description of 

the student population gathered through survey data will be provided. This description 

will be followed by the identification of factors that influence cultural competence and 

the self.  
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Background on the Student Journalists 

Surveys were administered at the beginning and end of six semesters of the urban 

reporting classes. The 223 survey respondents ranged in age from 20 to 37 years old, with 

87.4% (n=181) falling between 21 and 24 years of age.  The classes contained more 

women than men (58.4% female, n=128, and 41.6% male, n=91). About one-third of the 

students (30.1%; n=55) were majoring in the Department’s broadcast journalism 

sequence, another one-third (35%, n=64) were majoring the magazine sequence, one-

quarter (24.6%, n=45) were majoring the news-editorial sequence, and less than 10% 

(8.7%, n=16) were majoring in the photojournalism sequence. Another 1.6% (n=3) were 

studying in majors outside of the journalism program. 

Approximately 15% (n=30) of the respondents reported growing up in 

Philadelphia, while another one-third of the respondents (31.2%, n=63) grew up in three 

suburban counties contiguous to the city. Most of the students surveyed (72.6%, n=151) 

reported growing up in Pennsylvania, the state in which the Philadelphia is located, while 

another 11.1% (n=23) grew up adjacent to Pennsylvania in New Jersey. Nearly two-thirds 

(63.3%, n=133) described the community in which they grew up as suburban, one-quarter 

(21.4%, n=45) described the community in which they grew up as urban, while 11% 

(n=23) reported they grew up in rural areas. More than half of the respondents (54.1%, 

n=112) said that the communities in which they lived had populations of 100,000 or less; 

more than one-quarter (28%, n=58) grew up in communities with fewer than 30,000 

people. Thus, most of the students surveyed grew up in relatively small, suburban 

communities within Pennsylvania or New Jersey. 
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Figure 1: Students’ Description of the Type of Community in Which They Grew Up 
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Figure 2: Approximate Number of Residents in Communities in Which Students 
Grew Up 
 

 
 
 

 

Experience and Education Related to Diverse Cultural Perspectives 

Most of the respondents (82.4%, n=183) reported they had had previous 

interactions with people with cultural perspectives that were different from their own, 

although the range and level of interactions was broad. Some said their experiences with 

people with cultural perspectives other than their own came from their interactions at the 

university, work or sports, while others had traveled or lived abroad and spoke more than 

one language. The vast majority (94.7%, n=179) said they were interested in learning 

about a variety of cultures. This interest was supported by the fact that many had traveled 

or lived abroad: nearly two-thirds of the respondents (71.3%, n=149) had traveled to 

countries outside of the United States, while one-quarter (21.4%, n=45) had lived in 

28.02% 26.09%

8.21%

2.41%
1.45%

7.73%

2.41%

23.67%



153 
 
countries outside of the United States. The most frequent traveling destination for the 

respondents was Western Europe, followed by Canada, the Caribbean, and Mexico. Other 

areas or countries traveled to included Brazil, the Philippines, Japan, China, Thailand, 

Israel, Turkey, Cyprus, Ukraine, and Central America. Most of the respondents who 

reported living abroad said that they had lived in Western European countries, often as 

part of a semester abroad program. Others had lived in countries outside of the United 

States due to familial ties (e.g., Greece and Tanzania). 

 
Figure 3: Student Reporters’ Interest and Previous Experience with Cultures 
Outside of U.S.   
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When asked whether they had taken courses offering diverse cultural perspectives 

in high school or college, many of the respondents reported studying a variety of history 

and social science courses that offered a non-U.S. perspective. The vast majority of 

respondents (92.8%, n=193) had studied a non-English language in high school or 

college, with more than half (58.4%, n=131) studying Spanish, 18.5% (n=42) studying 

French, and 6.6% (n=15) studying German. Two-thirds of the respondents (62%, n=129) 

had learned their non-English language for three to five years. Yet, most of the 

respondents (73%, n=119) reported their proficiency in the language as “limited,” “very 

limited,” or non-existent. Another one-third of the respondents (29%, n=65) reported that 

they had studied a second non-English language in high school or college, with most 

reporting studying Italian (23.4%, n=18), Latin (14.3%, n=11), or Spanish (13%, n=10). 

Most studied their second non-English language for just one to two years (68%, n=51), 

and more than half said their proficiency in the language was “very limited” (53.2%, 

n=28).  

Two-thirds of the respondents (64.1%, n=134) said they also had studied 

geography, about one-half said they studied religions of non-U.S. countries (49.3%, 

n=102) and politics of non-U.S. countries (56%, n=117), while under one-third (28.7%, 

n=60) said they had studied the economics of non-U.S. countries. Only 9.2% (n=19) 

reported they had taken no international courses in high school or college. 

Yet the students’ international travel and education did not seem to influence the 

type of news they consumed. Asked to rank the type of news they consume – either local, 

state, national or international – nearly half of the respondents (46.5%, n=93) ranked 
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local news as the type of news they read first. The second type of news the respondents 

consumed was split between national and state news (30%, n=61). The last type of news 

they reported reading was international news. Nearly half of the respondents (48.8%, 

n=93) ranked international news as the fourth type of news they consumed; only 11.3% 

(n=23) of the respondents ranked international news as the first type of news they read. 

 
Figure 4: Rank and Type of News Student Reporters Consume   
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about one-half (48.7%, n=77) reported that the neighborhood they covered was culturally 

“very different” than the one in which they grew up, while another 27.2% (n=43) said 

that the neighborhood they covered was culturally “somewhat different” than the one in 

which they grew up (X2
(5) = 55.9, p<.001). By the end of the semester, their views of 

cultural difference with the communities had increased: nearly two-thirds (61.7%, n=58) 

reported that the neighborhood they covered was culturally “very different” than the one 

in which they grew up, and 22.3% (n=21) said that the neighborhood they covered was 

culturally “somewhat different” than the one in which they grew up (X2
(4) = 55.7, 

p<.001). In sum, three-quarters of the students  responding to the survey at the beginning 

of the semester (n=120) perceived the neighborhood they were covering to be either 

“very” or “somewhat” culturally different from the neighborhood in which they grew up; 

by the end of the semester, that percentage had increased to 84% (n=79).  

In the survey, two definitions of culture were provided for the students because 

the term “culture” has broad meanings, such as being related to the arts as well as to a 

shared understanding of the world among groups. One definition provided was the 

historically accepted definition of culture by Tylor (1874): “That complex whole which 

includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs.” The other was a more recent 

conceptualization of culture by Rosaldo (1989/1993) and one used to provide the 

framework for analysis in this study: Culture refers to the way in which people “make 

sense of their lives.” Thus, one survey question read: “‘Culture’ has been defined as ‘that 

complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs.’ It also 

refers broadly to the ever-changing forms through which people make sense of their lives. 
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What types of interactions have you had with people from cultures that are different from 

your own?” It is important to note that, while some neighborhoods in Philadelphia have a 

particular culture, i.e., a shared way of making sense of their lives, these same 

neighborhoods and others share several or many different cultures, with local residents 

belonging to some or many cultures. 

According to the open-ended survey responses, many students believed their way 

of making sense of the world was different from the way residents of the neighborhoods 

they covered made sense of the world. A number of the open-ended responses on the 

survey indicated that the students based their perception of difference on demographic 

factors, such as race, ethnicity, socioeconomics, or living in an urban versus suburban 

environment. For example, in response to the survey question at the beginning of the 

semester: “Would you consider the culture of the neighborhood different from the culture 

of the community you grew up in?” one student wrote: “Well I grew up in a mostly white 

suburb, and the minorities were generally split amongst Asians, Blacks, Latinos. I think 

it's very important to recognize that that culture is very different from an urban African-

American culture.” 

Assessing difference in the way in which people make sense of their lives based 

on socioeconomics and other demographics is one way to differentiate between the 

“macro” aspects of culture, particularly relative to factors such as language, history, and 

certain beliefs or values. Yet, as discussed in Chapter 3, the “macro” aspects of culture 

can be problematic due in part to the potential of some to use them to place themselves 

and others into broad, contested categories. Thus, “macro” categories remain able to raise 
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cultural barriers and be at the root of cultural misunderstandings. They can reify 

stereotypes and “insider” and “outsider” relationships. For this reason I argue in this 

study that, while it is important to know and understand “macro” aspects of cultures such 

as its history and language, it is equally important to understand cultures’ more nuanced, 

“micro” aspects. 

In addition, just as it is important to remember that culture is a highly complex, 

socially constructed process, so are “macro” demographic categories such as race and 

ethnicity. These categories are not fixed or “essential” characteristics of individuals, but 

also can be socially constructed. As Goode and Schneider argue in Reshaping Ethnic and 

Racial Relations in Philadelphia, (1994, pp. 21-22), both race and ethnicity in the United 

States – rather than being “fixed at birth” – are socially constructed. Yet the students’ 

survey responses for this study indicate that they perceive race and ethnicity to be fixed 

and part of the cultural differences between themselves and residents of the 

neighborhoods they covered. In response to the open-ended question, “In what ways is 

the neighborhood’s culture different from the culture of the community in which you 

spent most of your time while growing up?”one student wrote: “I grew up in a mostly 

white community with somewhat of a minority presence. [The neighborhood being 

covered] is mostly African-American, with whites being the minority.” Respondents also 

noted the economic differences between the neighborhoods they grew up in and the 

communities they covered. One said: “I grew up in white, middle-class America. Our 

neighborhood (to cover for the course) is lower-class, Puerto Rican, neglected America.” 
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An overall demographic comparison between the student journalists and some of 

the neighborhood residents reveals vast differences in their characteristics, particularly 

regarding “macro” aspects of culture such as shared language and history. For example, 

in one neighborhood that was covered most frequently by students responding to the 

survey, the annual household median income was $13,795 and the population was 27.1% 

African-American, 21.4% white, .8% Asian, and 45.4% from other races (Neighborhood 

Information System [NIS], 2009b). Approximately 76.4% of the residents in the 

neighborhood were Latino of any race, which is the highest concentration of any 

neighborhood in the city (Institute for the Study of Civic Values, 2001). Only 1.37% of 

its residents over the age of 25 had a bachelor’s degree, compared with 10.34% of 

Philadelphia’s general population (NIS, 2009b). Many of the residents in the community 

were immigrants from Spanish-speaking countries, mostly Puerto Rico.  

By comparison, three-quarters of the students in the study reported their race as 

white (73%, n=154), while 13.7% (n=29) reported their ethnicity as African-American, 

4.7% (n=10) were of mixed race, 4% (n=9) were Asian, 3.3% (n=7) were “Other,” and .9 

(n=2) were Latino. One-quarter of the respondents (24%, n=48) reported annual family 

incomes of more than $100,000, and 43.5% (n=87) reported that they came from families 

with annual incomes of $75,000 to $100,000. While most of the students reported having 

studied a non-English language, only 5.8% (n=12) reported being non-native English 

speakers – six of whom spoke Spanish – and only 19.7% (n=32) reported a proficiency 

with the language they studied. 
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Thus, the student journalists in a “macro,” demographic sense were quite different 

from many of the people in the communities they were covering. Yet, what these data 

also reflect is part of the intent of the urban reporting course: to get the student reporters 

into neighborhoods where the residents may be different from them in a “macro” sense, 

and for the students to come to know the neighborhoods in a more “micro” sense. One of 

the course’s professors noted that many of the students had little experience in cities and 

“the thought of going out into those areas quite frankly frightens them because they are 

now immersed with those people.” He said: “You need to get out of having your 

stereotypes that inhibit your ability to do a job. If the students can gain competencies in 

how to go into these communities to find stories, then… those skills are fundamental.” 

He added that cultural competencies can help students to achieve these fundamental 

skills. 

Themes Related to the Cultural Competence of Journalists: 

 Awareness, Knowledge, Skills and the Self 

The research questions in this study ask: What are the specific factors that 

contribute to the cultural competence of journalists? What specific factors hinder 

journalists’ ability to offer culturally competent news coverage? To what extent can new 

multimedia journalistic practices influence the cultural competence of news coverage? 

Data collected from in-depth interviews, survey responses, observations of students in the 

field, and a review of news texts generated a variety of themes related to contributors to 

and hindrances of the cultural competence of the student journalists. Three factors related 

to “self” that influenced the cultural competence of the student journalists emerged from 
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these themes: awareness of self; awareness of the complexity of “insider” and “outsider” 

status; and use of journalistic ethics, norms, and routines. Each of the factors contributed 

to or hindered the cultural competence of the student journalists in some way; an 

examination of these influences will be discussed below. Findings related to the influence 

of multimedia practices on the cultural competence of journalists will be discussed in 

relation to themes associated with the self and other, as appropriate. 

Awareness of Self 

Awareness of one’s cultural perspectives, biases, attitudes and beliefs has been an 

aspect of multicultural development courses for more than 20 years (D’Andrea, Daniels 

& Heck, 1991, p. 144). As discussed in previous chapters, awareness of one’s attitudes 

and beliefs also is an important dimension of cultural competence models (D’Andrea, 

Daniels & Heck, 1991, p. 144; D. W. Sue, 1992, p. 481; D. W. Sue, 2001, p. 798). The 

data in this study also found that a student journalist’s awareness of her or his cultural 

perspectives, biases, and position was an important contributor to his or her cultural 

competence. Conversely, a lack of awareness of one’s cultural perspective was a 

hindrance to cultural competence. 

The students’ awareness of their own perceptions, biases, attitudes and beliefs 

provided an important foundation of self-knowledge that they were able to bring to their 

journalistic practice. Students who possessed this self-knowledge were able to draw from 

it while working and forming impressions of the relatively unfamiliar people and 

environment of the urban neighborhoods. By having an awareness of their perceptions, 

the student journalists were then able to first identify their potential biases and their 
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attitudes, and then negotiate those attitudes in their interactions in the neighborhoods. 

Many also reported being able to manage their biases when producing news texts. 

Students who were not aware of their perceptions or biases did not have the opportunity 

to manage them in the process of working in the neighborhoods. Rather, they tended to 

accept their perceptions as “the truth,” rather than the more realistic “perceptions of the 

truth,” or, as Clifford (1986) would argue, a partial truth based on incomplete 

understandings. Thus, the students’ possession of or lack of self-awareness either 

contributed to or hindered their awareness, knowledge and skills associated with cultural 

competence. 

With self-awareness come other elements associated with cultural competence 

such as maturity and a willingness to challenge one’s perceptions. The operational 

definition of cultural competence outlined in the previous chapter included some of these 

elements in the awareness dimension (maturity was originally included in the awareness 

dimension), while other elements were shifted to the other dimensions as a result of the 

research process. For example, the willingness to challenge one’s perspectives, which 

was alluded to as “willingness to challenge stereotypes” in the awareness dimension of 

the operational definition of cultural competence, was moved into the skills dimension 

under the factor: attributes and skills for more culturally competent journalists. The 

willingness to challenge one’s perspectives was considered a discrete aspect of cultural 

competence after it was observed that some student reporters were aware of their position 

and biases, but were unwilling to challenge their perspectives. The willingness to 

challenge one’s perspectives would be an important step in becoming more culturally 
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competent and it is an attribute particularly important for the journalists who are 

describing the neighborhoods for mass audiences. Thus, the operational definition of 

cultural competence for journalists proposed in the last chapter was revised as a result of 

the findings from this research. A revised operational definition for the cultural 

competence of journalists reflecting changes that occurred during the research process 

will be offered at the conclusion of this study.  

Also related to self-awareness are the theories associated with cultural 

competence: the social construction of reality and aspects of social cognition such as 

cognitive complexity, schema, and attribution theory. Some student journalists who 

possessed self-awareness expressed or seem to understand implicitly that their 

perceptions were based on subjective constructs they were taught by others. Some also 

seemed to understand, through their comments in interviews and on surveys, that their 

perceptions and attitudes were based on their own abstractions collected during their 

lifetimes, but that these abstractions were not necessarily shared by others. Finally, 

students who possessed self-awareness regarding their own perceptions demonstrated 

cognitive complexity, in that they were able to think more abstractly about their own 

interpretation of the world and those of others, and could accept and integrate new 

information and adjust their thinking accordingly.  

The following section outlines the elements associated with the factor of 

awareness of self regarding the cultural competence of journalists. The discussion 

generally will first examine elements that contribute to the cultural competence of the 
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student journalists, followed by elements that detract from or hinder the cultural 

competence of the student journalists. 

Awareness of One’s Position, Cultural Perspectives, and Biases  

The theme regarding the importance of the student journalists’ awareness of their 

own cultural perspectives and biases emerged from the study’s in-depth interviews, 

observations of students in the field, and student survey responses. News sources and 

neighborhood representatives, in particular, mentioned the importance of the student 

reporters’ awareness of their biases and perspectives as they interacted with residents and 

created their news texts. Three of the four neighborhood representatives commented 

during interviews about the importance of reporters’ awareness of their perspectives; four 

of the 17 news sources also mentioned it explicitly, while other news sources alluded to it 

during interviews. For example, one news source said that journalists: 

Need to do the work and they need to not assume, and realize that they have a 
bias. Accept it and overcome it, especially if you are going to come into [the 
neighborhood]. And also examine yourself before you come in and start 
evaluating.  

 
The need for self-examination would require attributes such as maturity, a 

willingness to listen to others, an ability to be respectful, and to have self-understanding, 

according to news sources discussing the ways in which the student journalists could best 

represent their neighborhoods. One news source referred to the student journalists’ level 

of maturity in relation to their ability to listen: 

At a certain point, I imagine, you will develop listening skills because as 
you mature, somehow hopefully you’ll come to that understanding. And it 
might not even be under the context of your occupation. It may even be in 
your personal life with your mate when you sit and say I never knew you 
felt that way and a light switch goes on.   
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Data from the surveys show that more than half of the students perceived that they 

came into the urban reporting course with an understanding that their cultural 

backgrounds had an influence on their perspectives. A chi-square test showed there was 

statistical significance with students’ self-reports on how their cultural backgrounds 

influenced they way they think and act at the beginning of the semester (X2
(4) = 16.2, 

p<.003), with a higher number than would occur by chance indicating their cultural 

backgrounds had a “moderate” to “strong” influence on their thinking and actions. At the 

end of the semester, a similar pattern emerged, with a higher number of students than 

would occur by chance reporting that their cultural backgrounds had a “moderate” to 

“strong” influence on their thinking and behavior (X2
(4) = 11.1, p<.026).   

Indications of an increased awareness of the influence of cultural perspectives 

among students with a connection to their cultural backgrounds were reflected in open-

ended survey responses and in interviews. One student said: “My culture, African-

American, greatly impacts how I see myself in society as a whole. I attribute my 

background in the ways I can overcome struggles just like my ancestors overcame 

slavery and segregation.” Another said: “Being Jewish, culture is a really big part of my 

life…. So I can relate to that, for the people, the Latino people of (the neighborhood) 

because that they take so much pride in it and I do in my own.” While these comments 

reflect a relatively narrow view of culture – one based on ethnicity and religious beliefs – 

they nonetheless demonstrate an understanding of the influences related to the “way in 

which people make sense of their lives” or the way in which people create “webs” of 

meaning.  
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Having an awareness of one’s own perspectives seemed to have an effect on the 

comfort level and intensity of interactions between the student reporters and the 

neighborhood residents. One student reporter, a white female from a rural area who spoke 

Spanish proficiently (at one time she had planned to become a Spanish teacher) and who 

demonstrated awareness of her cultural perspectives and position in survey responses and 

during in-depth interviews, was observed to engage in a good deal of informal 

conversation with neighborhood residents during reporting trips. The neighborhood she 

covered was made up predominantly of Latino residents. When asked how she felt 

working as a reporter in the neighborhood, the student said: “Well most of the time I felt 

like I wasn’t a reporter. I felt like I was just hanging out and just having conversations 

with people, which I guess is what reporting is.” Regarding advice she would give to 

future students covering the neighborhood, she said:  

Don’t compare it to your own culture unless that’s ultimately what your 
piece is about because then you’re going to view it differently....  Try to 
turn off that filter in your brain that says, “Well, we do things differently” 
or “They’re more rambunctious than us,” because they might be louder, 
they might listen to music louder, they might drive down the street 
listening to their music louder, but don’t say that they’re louder because 
they’re only louder than a typical white American.... I think it’s important 
for everyone to report on a different culture because it really makes you 
think.  It just makes you more thoughtful about what you’re saying and 
you learn something in the process. 

A high level of awareness of one’s position also seemed to influence story 

selection and the type and diversity of news sources sought for interviews. In one group, 

an African-American female student who in interviews expressed a high level of 

awareness about how her cultural perspectives influenced her thinking and behavior, 

helped to lead her group toward stories that included the voices of non-dominant 
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members of particular cultural groups. For example, her group covered a gay 

neighborhood in the city and the stories included the lack of venues for black lesbians 

and subtle discrimination within the community against those who were not white males. 

This particular student, who was not part of the gay community, also was observed 

interacting with news sources in a way that expressed a high level of comfort, such as 

open body language, a friendly approach toward people for interviews, and a good deal of 

informal conversation with potential news sources. She was able to get a number of 

interviews and the people she spoke with seemed to open up to her. In a survey question 

that asked how she handled encounters with people with cultural backgrounds different 

from her own, the student said: “OK, I was calm and relaxed. I took my time getting to 

know them individually.” Thus, like the previous student, this student had a high level of 

awareness of her perspectives and displayed a comfort level interacting with culturally 

different “Others.” Her position as an African-American female also may have provided 

her with a level of awareness and sensitivity that moved her toward story topics such as 

discrimination against certain members within a particular culture. 

In contrast, another student in the group covering the gay community, a white 

female student who grew up in a suburban area, was observed rarely speaking to potential 

news sources and, when she approached people for interviews, was refused. Yet this 

student claimed during interviews and in survey responses that she was interested in 

people from cultures other than her own, that she believed her cultural background had a 

“strong” influence on how she thought, acted, and interacted with others, and that she felt 

comfortable talking with people and building relationships in the so-called 
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“Gayborhood.” Thus, the student’s perception of her awareness of cultural influences and 

desire to interact with culturally different “Others” versus how she actually interacted in 

real-life situations seemed to be in conflict. This finding suggests that self-awareness may 

need to be tested in actual reporting situations and that awareness may need to be 

accompanied by other aspects of cultural competence, such as attributes like friendliness 

and communication skills, in order to be effective. 

Thus, more than half of the students in this case study indicated a relatively high 

level of awareness regarding the influence of their cultural backgrounds on their thinking 

and behavior. Students from African-American, Latino, Asian, or mixed-race ethnic and 

racial backgrounds indicated a higher level of awareness of this influence. A high level of 

awareness of cultural influences also was associated with students’ comfort levels in the 

neighborhoods, as well as the intensity of their interactions with residents, story selection 

and topics, and the type and range of sources used for stories. However, reports of self-

awareness need to be tested in actual reporting situations and this awareness may need to 

be accompanied by other elements related to cultural competence, such as friendliness 

and strong communication skills. 

Awareness of one’s position / Increased transparency with multimedia journalism 

practices. 

A potential contributor to the cultural competence of journalists and their news 

coverage is the increased level of transparency offered via digital technologies. Increased 

awareness of one’s position would provide a higher level of transparency for journalists, 

who might want to better contextualize their coverage by sharing their position and 
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cultural perspectives in relation to their news sources. Using new multimedia formats 

such as journalistic blogs, the student reporters could discuss their own backgrounds and 

how this may have influenced their first impressions of a neighborhood. The Jblogs also 

could be used to provide insights into the reporting process, including the ways in which 

the students approached stories and aspects of a story they believe are important. Power 

issues between the student journalists, their sources, and their audiences are mitigated, as 

audience come to know the reporters as human beings doing their jobs.  

The student reporters’ cultural perspectives, or the implied “webs” of meaning 

and the way in which the students made sense of their lives, were revealed in their blogs 

written as part of the urban reporting course. One student wrote in her blog that she and 

her group members got off the bus for the first time in the neighborhood they were 

covering and heard someone shout, “What are you guys doin’ here?” The student wrote 

in her blog that she responded: “‘Haha, what are you doing here?’... After a quick laugh 

and a smile, we strolled along the semi-familiar, yet absolutely foreign neighborhood.” 

The students were expressing the “semi-familiar,” yet also “foreign,” nature of the 

neighborhood they were about to cover. Their description of the resident’s comment also 

lets readers know they were instantly recognized as “foreigners” themselves. Another 

student group blogged about a similar encounter in which a neighborhood resident 

shouted at them, “Hey, what you doing? This street not for you!” One of the students 

wrote in the blog: 

I looked back at the babies playing with dirty toys and the sizzling kabob, 
and the bead of sweat on the woman’s neck and the smoke filled awning – 
and the electrical line full of shoes just above it. Maybe it’s an urban 
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legend that tennis shoes dangling on power lines mean drugs, but I took 
Caesar’s advice anyway and hit the road. 
 
The student was revealing his own “foreign-ness” in the neighborhood, evidenced 

by the resident’s comment. He also provided the reader with his perspective and 

observations of the neighborhood, including what seemed to be degradation and hardship 

such as babies playing with “dirty toys” and a woman sweating as she cooked outdoors. 

The student ended this passage by trying to determine the meaning of the tennis shoes 

dangling overhead – a cultural symbol in urban neighborhoods. 

The students’ blogs also were used to provide a look inside the reporting process. 

One student reporter wrote: 

With the [neighborhood] Transportation Center located in the northern 
part of our assigned community, it seems like an easy story. However, we 
chose not to do a story on the obvious. Instead, we went out to find our 
own story. 
 
The student went on to describe how her group went on to find a story that was 

important to the local residents. Later, she said: 

I thought it would take my group and me a while to feel like real reporters. 
I thought it would take some time for us to build sources in the… 
neighborhoods. I never thought I would come back after the first story and 
already have a list of contacts who want to help us in covering the 
neighborhoods. 
 
The student was revealing the reporting process of the neighborhood to both 

residents of the neighborhood and a wider audience as well. She also was revealing her 

own sense of anxiety about starting out as a journalist, wanting to feel like a “real” 

reporter. In this way, she was opening up to her audience her process of evolving into a 

professional journalist. This level of openness relayed not only the humanness of 
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reporters, but also indicated a level of trust the reporter was willing to share with her 

audience. The dialogue between the journalist and her or his audience becomes flattened, 

as opposed to the traditional top-down, hierarchical relationship in which the journalists 

provides authoritative information to their audiences. One of the course professors, 

however, said he encourages the students not to reveal their struggles during reporting in 

their blogs, but to provide readers with new information about the neighborhoods. He 

said: “I really don’t care what problems the reporter has in covering the story. I want to 

know a little bit more… I want to see little stories about the people in the 

neighborhoods.” The professor viewed the student reporters’ blogs as a channel for 

additional information about the community. 

In sum, journalistic blogs can contribute to culturally competent news coverage in 

a way that further expands Gans’s (1979/1980) notion of a multiperspectival approach to 

journalism – in this case by including additional information or the journalists’ point of 

view of the reporting process. Blogs are a way to include the journalists’ perspectives 

without necessarily biasing a news story, since the blogs are separate from a news story. 

Like columns and editorial pieces, audiences understand that blogs are more personal in 

nature than “objective” news stories.  

Understanding the complexity of culture. 

Having an understanding of the complexity of culture was an element included in 

the operational definition of the cultural competence of the student journalists. Yet only a 

few students provided unprompted comments that reflected an understanding of the 

complexity of culture. For example, one student used the term “nuanced” when referring 
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to culture in an open-ended survey response. The student, who was white, wrote: 

“Culture is very nuanced and there are some aspects of African-American Philadelphia 

culture that I probably can't comprehend. But they and I are both very nice and open-

minded so we communicate and understand each other pretty well.” Another student, 

who had visited Japan for a month the previous summer, wrote: “Seeing how cultures 

work in other parts of the world helps anyone think outside the box. They realize that 

customs are really not so rigid and the idea of normal is really subjective.” The student’s 

comments reflect an understanding of social construction and cognitive complexity, in 

that she understood that cultures are constructed and that there is not necessarily a “right” 

and “wrong” way of acting in the world, but only different ways. Another student 

expressed an understanding of these theoretical frameworks and well as an 

anthropological perspective on the positionality related to culture when he wrote: 

My worldviews are largely shaped by my life experiences and my analysis 
of others’ life experiences which exist within my culture. Specifically, in 
regard to education, I have a view regarding social constructs that has 
been largely affected by my culture. 
 
Two news sources also expressed an understanding of the complexity of culture 

and drew parallels between journalism and anthropology. One news source said reporting 

is “like interpreting anthropology and ancient cultures.” Another news source referenced 

the anthropological perspective of culture when he talked about cultures as continually 

changing, complex processes. He said: “You can never be complacent and think you 

know. You always have to stay open and listen. Cultures change and politics change, so 

even if you were to figure it out, it’s going to change on you.”  
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Thus, while few students expressed an understanding of the complexity of culture, 

some of those who did demonstrated a sophisticated understanding of those complexities. 

Comments made in surveys and interviews showed that these students understood that 

cultures are constructed, nuanced, and subjective, and that their own views were part of 

many valid perspectives that depended upon one’s position in the world. 

Lacking Awareness of One’s Position, Cultural Perspectives and Biases 

A potential inhibitor to the cultural competence of the student journalists was a 

lack of understanding of the concept of culture, of their own positions, and cultural 

perspectives, and the concomitant tendency to unconsciously categorize the 

neighborhoods and their residents into broad categories that are often socially constructed 

or created through abstracted notions or schema. For example, in interviews and survey 

responses, students described the neighborhoods they were covering in broad, often 

stereotyped categories. The categories were often characterized by negativity and often 

seemed preconceived, given that they were expressed by the students before or just 

around the time they first entered the neighborhoods. For example, many of the student 

journalists in the first survey mentioned that the neighborhoods were “dangerous” and 

crime-ridden. It could be argued that this perception of heavy crime in the neighborhoods 

was based on the fact that, at the time of the study, the city had one of the highest 

homicide rates in the nation (The Philadelphia Inquirer, 2007). Temple University is 

located in a relatively high-crime section of the city; four of the male students 

interviewed stated without prompting that they had been victims of crime during their 

time at the university. Yet, the students had limited knowledge of the neighborhoods they 
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thought of as dangerous. More than half of the students surveyed (57%, n=102) reported 

at the start of the semester that their level of knowledge about the neighborhood they 

were covering was “very limited” or “limited.” At the time of the survey nearly three-

quarters of the students (71.5%, n=113) said they had spent five hours or less in the 

neighborhood, with 6.3% (n=10) having spent no time in the neighborhood.  

Moreover, the students’ responses indicated that their perceptions about the 

neighborhoods were formed in part through socially constructed representations created 

in conversation with others, as well as through their own schema. One student said about 

the neighborhood he was covering: “This is a ‘bad’ area. An area that I certainly do not 

feel safe in. That says enough about the culture there. My neighborhood is very safe and I 

am not scared to walk the streets.” This particular student had spent less than five hours 

in the community at the time of his response, although he also reported his level of 

knowledge about the neighborhood as “good” due to reading “numerous research 

reports.” While the student admirably had done research on the community, he also 

seemed to categorize the community in a simplistic way (e.g., “good” vs. “bad”) and 

seemed unwilling to consider alternative perspectives about the community (e.g., “That 

says enough about the culture there”). 

During an observation of students reporting in the field, one student insisted on 

approaching a story about why people were moving from Puerto Rico to the 

neighborhood and didn’t seem to understand when residents tried to explain that they 

were coming into the United States to find work. His lack of awareness of his position as 

a person living in a part of the United States where many people are able to find work 
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inhibited his ability to understand the perspective of people who come from a country 

where employment options are severely limited – so much so that some people feel they 

must leave to find work elsewhere. Another student said of the resulting video about 

immigration in the neighborhood: 

He kept saying, “I want the point of the video to be: Why would people 
leave Puerto Rico to come here.” And I was saying, “No duh.  No duh 
people would leave Puerto Rico to come to America. Like, just because 
they have beaches.... Like you have to discuss the economical issues, you 
have to discuss the poverty rates, you have to discuss violence. But they’re 
coming here for very good reasons, they don’t care that they have palm 
trees.”  And he put that in.  That was his thesis - that was the thesis of the 
video.  And I was a little upset with that because I thought it sounded a 
little naïve. 
 
Thus, a lack of awareness of one’s perspectives limits the view the student 

journalist adopts about the neighborhood, as well as potentially limits the perspectives the 

student journalist decides to include in news texts. 

Lack of understanding of the complexity of culture. 

Some students did not seem to be aware of the concept of culture, including that 

individuals are members of many large and small cultures and that culture is a process 

that is socially constructed, historically situated, and continually evolving. In some cases, 

the students did not consider themselves to be part of a “culture.” For example, 12 of the 

students who said their cultural backgrounds had a “very limited” or “limited” influence 

on their thinking and behavior said they believed this was so because they were not part 

of a particular “culture.” One student wrote: “When you come from a place that doesn’t 

have culture, but rather a zip code and a lot of trees, you learn to be malleable to your 

present settings, since there is little ingrained ways about you.” This student seemed to 
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believe that being part of the white, suburban culture in the United States meant she did 

not have a “culture” and therefore did not have cultural lenses through which she viewed 

the world. 

As noted earlier, cultures are complex, socially constructed “webs” that help us 

make sense of our lives. A lack of understanding of the complexity of cultures could lead 

to overly simplistic views of people who are members of a particular culture or cultures, 

especially if they are different from one’s own. Student journalists who don’t understand 

that they are members of many different cultures also is problematic, in that that they 

would not be able to identify the fact that others also are part of many different “cultures” 

and that they are all viewing the world from a particular position. These student 

journalists might be likely to produce news texts that present their perspectives on the 

world as an authoritative truth, rather than exploring the ways of making sense of the 

world according to various people in the neighborhoods. 

Attributes and Skills Related to Awareness of Self and Specific to More Culturally 

Competent Journalists 

As stated earlier, contributors to the cultural competence of journalists would 

include attributes and skills necessary to become aware of one’s position and cultural 

perspectives. Some of the themes related to self awareness that emerged from the 

interviews, surveys, and observations of students involved skills and attributes specific to 

the needs of culturally competent journalists. The attributes and skills are particularly 

important for journalists because, ultimately, they have the potential to influence mass 

audiences through the news texts they produce. Some of the themes related to awareness 
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of self that emerged from the data that also seemed particularly important for journalists 

included a willingness to challenge one’s cultural perspectives and not “knowing it all” 

when a student reporter comes into a neighborhood. A lack of these attributes and skills 

was a hindrance to the cultural competence of the student journalists. 

Attributes and skills related to awareness of self and specific to more culturally 

competent journalists: Willingness to challenge one’s perspectives. 

One theme that emerged from the student observations, interviews, and survey 

responses involved the willingness of the student reporters to challenge their own cultural 

perspectives. While becoming aware of one’s cultural perspectives is an important 

element in cultural competence, one must go a step further and be willing to challenge 

and possibly change those perspectives in the face of alternative viewpoints. An 

individual’s willingness to challenge her or his perspectives is particularly important for 

journalists because, even though reporters strive for an objective approach, research has 

shown that reporters’ cultural perspectives influence the way they represent the news 

(Brennen & Duffy, 2003; Gans, 1980; Ibrahim, 2003; Kitch, 2001; Natarajan & 

Xiaoming, 2003; Tai, 2000). Audiences might receive only the journalist’s conscious or 

unconscious perspectives if the reporters are not willing to challenge their views. 

Of the 107 student journalists responding to an open-ended survey question at the 

end of the semester: “How, if at all, has your perception of the neighborhood changed as 

a result of your reporting on the neighborhood?” two-thirds (67.3%, n=72) said that their 

perceptions of the neighborhood had changed in a positive way. One student wrote: “I 

found how that [the neighborhood] is culturally diverse like the neighborhood I grew up 
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in more than I thought.” Another said: “I now understand why people are the way they 

are in the neighborhood and how their culture interacts.” Another student wrote in an 

open-ended survey response: 

Being from the suburbs, I was raised to fear the city and the bad things 
that could happen there. Now, I see that the actual bad parts are few and 
far between, and that what I was taught was greatly exaggerated. 

Interviews with and observations of the student reporters also made it clear that 

many had had their perspectives toward the neighborhoods positively changed after 

spending time there. Some students seemed more relaxed and comfortable as they walked 

through the neighborhoods, and many recognized and conversed with local residents on 

the street. Others said in interviews that their views about the neighborhoods and the city 

had changed during the semester. One student said in an interview at the end of the 

semester: 

Alright, if you walk through [the neighborhood], you might say, “Why are 
all these people hanging out on the street corner without going to work 
and stuff?” And I think it’s so easy to get caught up in that.  When you 
take a step back and say, “This is where they’re living. Maybe the only 
kind of jobs they can have is nighttime jobs where you don’t need a 
certain education to do production jobs in the evening or whatever reason 
it might be.” I think you just have to take a look at the situation and see... 
they’re just people living their lives just trying to get through as happy as 
they can and I think that’s everyone’s goal in life to do that.   

One news source advised students and journalists in general to “drop the upper- to 

middle-class values that they were taught to try to see another perspective.” He told a 

story about a university student volunteer working in his neighborhood who was upset to 

overhear a local cashier say she dropped out of high school for her job. What the 

volunteer didn’t understand, the source said, was that her parents had taught her different 

values from the cashier’s parents. For the cashier:  
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The mother never had a job. The grandmother never had a job. She got a 
job and she thinks she is the queen of the universe, because she has a 
cashier’s job after being a sophomore in high school. So you have to get 
rid of your middle-class values… that’s the reporters’ big challenge, but 
that’s what they have to strive for. 
 
Thus, being aware of one’s perspectives – and being willing to challenge or 

change them – is an important aspect of cultural competence. The willingness to 

challenge or change one’s views is an indicator of maturity and growth, as well of 

cultural competence. One neighborhood representative said during an interview that 

reporters first have to be aware of their perspectives, then not allow themselves to be 

influenced by them: 

You have to be able to understand both sides. That has always been the 
trick of being a good journalist. Being able to separate your own 
perspective and opinion and encompass it into your work, being able to 
kind of take a step back and at least allow your opinion to be swayed. 

Unwillingness or inability to change one’s perspectives. 

In some cases, students reported that their perspectives about the neighborhoods – 

whether they were initially neutral, positive or negative – remained unchanged during the 

15 weeks of the semester. In the survey question asking about if or how their perceptions 

of the community changed during the semester, 20 of the 107 students responding to the 

question indicated their perceptions of the neighborhoods had not changed. Unchanged 

perspectives are a potential hindrance to the cultural competence of journalists because 

they indicate that the reporters have not gained new insights, particularly about the 

community’s nuances and complexities, during the time they spent there. These 

complexities may represent positive, neutral, or negative aspects of the community. 

Regardless, initial perspectives, some of which are based on preconceived notions, shift 
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in some way through a combination of experience in the community, an awareness that 

one is carrying a preconception or perspective, and a willingness to change that 

preconception or perspective. 

During observations of students in the neighborhoods, the unwillingness to 

change or challenge their perspectives was demonstrated in the type of people they would 

choose – or not choose – to interview for stories. Many local people were bypassed as 

potential interviewees and those who were selected sometimes were either of the same 

race or the same age as the students. Female students often would interview other female 

news sources and male students would interview other males. While the choice of an 

interviewee is likely to be related to a student reporter’s comfort level, also implicit in the 

interviewee selection were judgments about who would make an interesting contribution 

to the story and, at times, who would potentially express viewpoints that would be similar 

or at least not threatening to those of the students. Thus, an unwillingness or inability to 

challenge one’s perspectives indicated a lack of gained knowledge about the nuances of 

the neighborhoods and narrowed the perspectives offered in news content. 

Attributes and skills related to awareness of self and specific to more culturally 

competent journalists: Not “knowing it all.”  

Another factor students and sources identified as contributing to cultural 

competence involved reporters understanding that they do not “know it all.” One 

neighborhood representative offered this advice:  

I think a person coming in from the outside should not think they know it 
all, because you don’t….  As long as you don’t think you know it all, you 
will do OK. You have to be open to change, if not, you will not do it 
[reporting] well. 
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Many of the students indicated in interviews and on surveys that they couldn’t 

fully represent their neighborhoods in news texts because they didn’t come to know “all” 

of the neighborhood, only parts of it. Other students suggested that reporters ask a lot of 

questions of sources because the journalists simply do not know the information 

themselves. 

Understanding that one does not “know it all” is particularly important for 

journalists because, again, they have the potential to influence others through their news 

content. Staying open-minded and available to new information – which could eventually 

be included in news texts – is an important awareness for culturally competent reporters.  

Awareness of the Complexity of “Insider” vs. “Outsider” Status 

As discussed in Chapter 2, it is clear that one’s status as an “insider” or an 

“outsider” is not necessarily a question of being one or the other, but where one is 

positioned within a range. Being identified or self-identifying as an “insider” or 

“outsider” can be problematic; it positions the student journalists either members of an 

“in-group” or members of an “out group.” As discussed previously, both categories have 

their advantages and disadvantages relative to issues such as trust, empathy, and 

understanding. The students and news sources discussed these issues at length; the 

findings are outlined below. 

Negotiating “Insider” and “Outsider” Status 

Thirty-four students responding to open-ended questions on the survey mentioned 

without prompting that they felt like “outsiders” in the communities they were covering. 

Other students said they felt like they were “insiders.” Thirty students reported they had 
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grown up in Philadelphia, and at least four students grew up in the neighborhoods they 

were covering for the class. Thus, the status of being an “insider” or “outsider” had to be 

negotiated, in part because of the nature of the status itself and also because different 

students fell in different places on the “insider/outsider” continuum. Complicating the 

“insider/outsider” negotiation for the student journalists is that they were producing news 

texts to be read not only by neighborhood residents, but mostly for outsiders of the 

neighborhoods. Moreover, the journalism profession tends to privilege an “outsider’s” 

perspective through its norms of objectivity. Thus, the negotiation of this status is 

particularly complex for reporters. 

 Ability to negotiate “outsider” status. 

In the case of the student journalists, most had to learn how to negotiate their 

status as “outsiders,” which is a contributor toward cultural competence. Approximately 

85% of the students surveyed (n=193) did not grow up in Philadelphia and considered 

themselves to be “outsiders,” as discussed by Merton (1974) – or, as Schutz (1944) would 

define it, members of an “out group” – and many said this status meant they could not 

comprehensively or accurately report on the community. One student wrote: “I think 

being open-minded allowed me to represent the neighborhood, but I also feel like the 

people who actually live there would be better suited for the job.”                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 

Yet it is important to note that the issue of being an “outsider” was raised by the 

students more in the beginning of the semester than toward the end of the semester. This 

finding indicates that students were finding ways to negotiate their initial “outsider” 

status. Students who felt like “outsiders” said they were able to navigate this potential 
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barrier in a number of ways, including strategies that involve cultural competence skills 

such as staying open-minded and spending time in the neighborhood. Other strategies the 

students used to negotiate an “outsider” status included: conducting a great deal of 

research about the community so they could talk knowledgeably with sources; working in 

groups so that they felt more comfortable in the neighborhood; being open and making 

friends with the residents; spending time in the neighborhood to build trust with 

residents; allowing people to tell their own stories with little interference from the 

reporter; and gaining access to “insider” sources who could help move the journalist 

closer to an “insider” status. Some students said they even dressed in ways that would not 

immediately identify them as outsiders. For example, one student mentioned he 

intentionally did not wear his usual Boston Red Sox hat so as not to be a “dead 

giveaway” as “outsider” in the community. 

In observations of students in the field, some student reporters were able to 

negotiate an “outsider” status by being friendly with local residents and by taking a 

genuine interest in their lives. Two students preparing to interview a local artist in his 

home played with his dog for a time before beginning to set up their equipment. Another 

group of students interviewing residents in a senior citizens housing complex spent time 

looking at the ladies’ homemade crafts before and after their interviews.  

Thus, negotiating one’s status as an “outsider,” or member of an out-group, in 

order to better understand “insiders” of another culture, or members of an in-group, is an 

important skill related to cultural competence. As one neighborhood representative noted: 

I think it is important for everyone to recognize different perspectives 
whether you are an insider or an outsider... A large part of it is it is easier 
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as in insider as long as you understand the outsider’s perspective because 
that is who you are writing for … For an outsider, you kind of have to 
come at it from the back door as being able to understand the insider’s 
point of view without judging it. Neither one is easy.  
 
 Using the advantages of being an “insider.” 

A potential contributor to cultural competence is the ability to use the advantages 

of being a cultural “insider.” As mentioned earlier, 30 of the student journalists had 

grown up in Philadelphia or even in the same neighborhood they were covering for the 

class. At least 15 students mentioned in unprompted open-ended survey responses that 

being an “insider” had its advantages, including the ability to arrange interviews through 

existing contacts, understand cultural cues and various perspectives on an issue, have 

close knowledge of “macro” and “micro” aspects of local cultures, and access to relevant 

sources. Insiders also felt they were better able to represent the neighborhoods in news 

texts.  

One student who had grown up in the neighborhood he covered for the class said: 

“I live there so I know the places to go to find the people we need to talk to.” Another 

student who grew up in the neighborhood he covered said he was able to represent life in 

the community in his news texts, adding: “I’m able to do so because I’ve been around the 

neighborhood my entire life.” In an observation of students in the field, one of the student 

reporters in the group was a resident of a neighborhood relatively nearby the 

neighborhood she was covering for the class. Several residents of the neighborhood she 

was covering immediately identified her as a Philadelphia resident and wanted to know 

what neighborhood she was from. They agreed to interviews once they had struck up a 

conversation with her about the city. Another student reporter who had grown up in the 
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neighborhood he was covering shared his childhood memories with local residents. 

Identifying oneself as an “insider” seemed to develop more immediate trust with news 

sources. The implication was that the “insider” reporter would understand the perspective 

of local residents and produce news stories without the distortion that can result from an 

“outsider’s” lack of empathy or understanding.  

In sum, being able to take advantage of an “insider” status is an important 

contributor to cultural competence. An “insider” has a personal understanding of the 

“macro” and “micro” aspects of culture, can more easily obtain contacts and navigate 

through the community, and can more easily develop trust with other “insider” sources. 

All of these advantages are particularly beneficial for journalists writing about the 

communities. 

 Ability to negotiate biases of neighborhood residents. 

Another contributor toward cultural competence was the ability to prevail over 

potential biases of the neighborhood residents. In some cases, the students said they had 

to overcome biases against them based on their age, their status as students, their 

ethnicity or gender, or the fact that they represented the news media. Some of the 

students said in interviews and surveys they were able to overcome biases against them 

by maintaining a friendly attitude and not being too aggressive with potential sources. 

Another way to negotiate biases, according to the students, was to develop common 

ground with residents. For example, during one observation of students in the field, local 

residents mentioned that a person the students were seeking to interview had been a 

boxer. One of the students knew about boxing and proceeded to have a long conversation 
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with the resident about a boxer the potential interviewee had fought. The mood of the 

conversation then shifted dramatically, from one of caution to one of congeniality. The 

student said afterward: “A good majority of guys watch and like sports, so that’s always a 

good starting point. And I think once you find the starting point and once somebody 

knows the type of person you are and they can respect you, then it’s only a matter of time 

before you develop a better relationship with them.” 

While the students have to be aware of their own positions, perceptions, biases, 

attitudes and beliefs, they also have to be aware of and develop skills to overcome 

potential biases against them. Because they ultimately have to produce news stories about 

the neighborhoods, they have to develop these skills so that they can come up with local 

content. Using skills related to cultural competence, such as being friendly and 

developing common ground with the residents, can help to overcome these biases, 

according to the students. 

Grappling as “Insiders” and “Outsiders” 

A hindrance to cultural competence was the inability to negotiate one’s status as 

an “insider” or an “outsider.” Negotiating one’s “outsider” status was particularly 

difficult for some students. In open-ended survey responses, 34 students mentioned they 

were not able to rise above their status as “outsiders” to gain the perspectives of insiders 

in the community. The students wrote that neighborhood residents treated them with 

suspicion; some, the students said, believed they were police officers. Other residents 

were simply not open to talking with the student reporters: 14 students mentioned in the 

surveys without prompting that people in the neighborhoods would not talk honestly or 
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be open with them. The lack of openness often was due to the fact that people did not 

want to talk on camera; at other times, the students said, the lack of openness was due to 

distrust and biases against them.  

During one observation in the field, a student reporter had someone agree to 

conduct an interview with him, but when he came back minutes later with the video 

camera, the person had left. In other cases, students were repeatedly refused interviews 

by local residents. One student reporter, who grew up in New England, said “I definitely 

felt like an outsider…just because I’m not from around here and I think I kind of give off 

that, like I just…I don’t think I have the Philadelphia vibe.” He added: 

The way I feel about the neighborhood is kind of like…what happens 
behind closed doors…stays behind closed doors…and that’s how I feel my 
stories have kind of turned out…just like, OK, whatever is going on…I 
don’t really know…but what they put on the outside is what I can report 
on…what they’re willing to disclose. 
 
For student journalists who described themselves as neighborhood “insiders,” 

there was a mixed experience as a result of this position. As mentioned previously, 

“insider” student journalists reported advantages of the status such as being comfortable 

getting around the community, generating story ideas more easily, and being able to more 

quickly build trust with news sources. Yet in some ways it is almost easier to operate as 

“outsiders” when acting as journalists in the community, according to these students. As 

“outsiders,” they felt they would be able to be more “objective.” The students also were 

aware their audience was mostly made up of “outsiders” and they were producing news 

texts for them. One “insider,” who was reporting on his own neighborhood, would 

arrange interviews with local residents, but allow his other two partners to conduct the 
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interview to avoid bias. Another student who also covered the neighborhood she grew up 

in said she felt she would not be taken seriously as journalist, given that residents know 

her parents and knew her as a little girl. Also, “insider” students reported that some of the 

issues going on in their neighborhoods were not necessarily ones they were aware of, 

even though they were longtime residents. Thus, they were located as “outsiders” due to 

“micro” level differences in the neighborhood. Another student who grew up in the 

community he covered still could not get local residents to speak to him for news stories. 

Another problem that emerged in relation to student “insiders” was that some 

tended to place their own perspectives about the neighborhood into their news stories. 

The student who allowed his partners to interview residents said he would tell them after 

the interview what was true or untrue in the interviewee’s comments. Another student 

who was covering the neighborhood he grew up in said he could represent the community 

“basically because I grew up there so I can confirm truths or untruths easier.”  

Thus, living in a neighborhood can bias one’s perspectives in ways that are 

different, but are no less damaging, than those of “outsiders.” In some cases, students 

who were “insiders” felt that as journalists they could not take advantage of their 

“insiders’” knowledge, or they did so in a way that reflected their own biases. On the 

other hand, an inability particularly to overcome an “outsider” status was an obstacle for 

some of the student reporters, as well as a hindrance to their ability to be more culturally 

competent. It resulted in having them report from the community without an “insider’s” 

perspective. Audiences, in turn, were deprived of this perspective. 
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An inability of the students to negotiate biases against them. 

Another hindrance to cultural competence involved an inability on the part of 

some students to overcome biases against them. As mentioned earlier, the students 

reported in surveys and in interviews that the unwillingness of residents to be interviewed 

was related to their biases against the student reporters due to their age, ethnicity, gender, 

and/or their status as students or as members of the media. During one outing with 

students, I saw a resident signal his neighbor, who then ducked and ran to her car so as 

not to be approached by the student reporters. At other times, some people did approach 

the students for interviews, yet did so for their own reasons such as to seek attention, be 

on camera, or talk with the young female reporters. 

One source, who lives in a primarily African-American neighborhood, said local 

residents are not likely to talk with the student reporters. When asked why, she said: 

“Maybe because they’re white and they try to figure out... some black people tend to be 

very suspicious. They’re young.” 

Researcher: “How can that gap be bridged? Or will the white reporters just 
not get it?” 
News source: “I don’t think they’re gonna get it from here right now, and 
this is one of the better areas.  I just don’t think they’re gonna get it right 
here.” 
Researcher: “Do you think that if the reporter was black it would make a 
difference?” 
News source: “It might, but it would be all in how he... I don’t think he’d 
have to have his pants dragging and a white t-shirt... I call that the 
uniform, but I don’t think he could come in a 3-piece suit either.” 
 
Thus, in this neighborhood, according to the resident, reporters would have a hard 

time getting people to talk with them. The students covering the neighborhood were in 

their early 20s, two of the three in the group were white and one was African-American, 
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they were students, and they were reporters. All of these characteristics worked against 

them in this community. One of the course’s professors who had worked as a community 

reporter in Philadelphia echoed the source’s remarks: 

There is an assumption that because I am black, I can get in and out of 
black communities and that I can do reporting better than everybody else, 
but in some communities, I am not black enough. Some communities I 
dress like this and they immediately know that I am not from that area and 
the doors close on my face. So I encounter some of the same kind of 
difficulties in the black communities than some of the white reporters 
would and, conversely, you go into some of the white communities and 
they are like, “Who are you?” That sort of thing. 
 

Use of Journalistic Ethics, Norms, and Routines 

As stated in Chapter 2, many of the norms and routines created for the journalism 

profession, particularly the norm of “objectivity,” were proposed by leaders in the 

industry at the turn of the last century to avoid cultural biases on the part of the reporters. 

By observing students in the field and talking with the student reporters about the best 

way to represent the complexities of life in the neighborhoods, it became clear that use of 

some of these norms contributed to or hindered their cultural competence. 

Relying on Journalistic Ethics, Norms, and Routines 

As indicated earlier in this study, controlling stereotypes requires a high level of 

motivation and cognitive effort. Adherence to a set of professional norms, such as those 

associated with the field of journalism, encourages students and professionals alike to 

undertake the effortful thinking and become motivated enough to move past personal 

schema and attributions that can result in stereotypes. In open-ended responses to the 

surveys at either the beginning or end of the semester, the students indicated 60 times that 
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reliance on these norms helped them in covering the neighborhoods. Some of their 

comments will be outlined in more detail below. 

Relying on journalistic ethics, norms, and routines: Toward an objective 

approach. 

The journalistic norm of “objectivity” or the use of an objective approach to 

reporting and production of news texts was conveyed by a number of students surveyed 

about their ability to report on and represent life in the neighborhoods. Some students 

indicated that they were able to represent the complexities of the neighborhoods – a 

contributor to cultural competence – by stepping away from their own perspectives and 

allowing others to “tell their story.” Others said they were able to represent the 

complexities of life in the communities by telling residents’ stories “objectively,” 

meaning that they did not insert their opinions, exploit residents in news stories, or asked 

only pertinent questions. One wrote: “We spoke to all types of people and tried to remain 

objective.” Another said: “I am able to cover this neighborhood objectively without 

making any judgments.” 

While the students’ comments do not reflect an awareness of the extreme 

difficulty, or even impossibility, of being completely “objective” or that the objective 

approach may hinder their efforts to become more of an “insider” in the neighborhoods, 

the objective approach nevertheless contributed to the students’ cultural competence. For 

example, observations of the students showed that they were able to interact with 

residents and news sources in ways that did not reveal their personal biases. In interviews 

or in conversations during visits to the neighborhoods, some students expressed a 
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negative attitude about the neighborhood, but this was not reflected when they spoke with 

and interviewed local residents. The students’ biases were not revealed in either an overt 

or covert way. Although common courtesy or the presence of the researcher could have 

influenced this dynamic, it seems that the students – as evidenced by their own comments 

– were exercising the norm of using an objective approach to journalism to bypass their 

biases and perspectives.  

Relying on journalistic ethics, norms, and routines: Other influences. 

Some students said they were able to represent life in the neighborhoods by 

covering issues and people overlooked by the mainstream media. This type of coverage is 

encouraged by the course, since one of its goals is to report on neighborhoods currently 

underserved by the mainstream media. One of the professors of the urban reporting 

course said he specifically talks with the students about the Code of Ethics for the Society 

of Professional Journalists, which states: “Tell the story of the diversity and magnitude of 

the human experience boldly, even when it is unpopular to do so.” The professor said: 

One of the reasons why I am doing that is because I know there is a 
presumption in their minds that covering communities in not real 
journalism, because that is not what they have been exposed to or 
orientated to and then there are those class biases that they have because 
they live in America…. so I bring up the Society of Professional 
Journalists Ethics Code to say that on paper, this is OK to do. 

Some of the students said they believed their news stories should attempt to 

include perspectives not often heard, thereby giving a “voice to the voiceless” – another 

principle of the Ethics Code (Society of Professional Journalists [SPJ], Code of Ethics, 

1996, p. 1). Established journalism ethics and the course’s professors also encourage the 

students to provide a voice to those who typically are not included in the public 
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discourse. One of the better stories produced by the students, according to one professor, 

focused on an upcoming presidential primary through the eyes of local ex-offenders. The 

professor said: “Hundreds of, if not, thousands of reporters in Pennsylvania, covering the 

Pennsylvania primary, and it was only MURL students who went out and dealt with the 

ex-offender population.” 

Outings with students into the neighborhoods showed that the student reporters 

often interacted with news sources in a professional manner, without revealing their 

personal opinions or perspectives on an issue. They also treated the sources with respect, 

empathy, and open-mindedness, and they tended to listen well to the responses to their 

questions. These skills and attributes contribute to the cultural competence of journalists; 

the journalistic norms tend to support these attributes and skills. Also contributing to 

cultural competence are reporting routines that involve skills such as providing accurate 

information in texts, using critical thinking skills in approaching a subject, looking for 

nuances and interesting information, and not missing important perspectives. 

Thus, established norms in journalism, including using an objective approach, 

giving a “voice to the voiceless,” treating sources with respect, empathy, and open-

mindedness, as well as reporting routines such as writing with accuracy, providing 

multiple perspectives, and searching for nuances, all contribute to the cultural 

competence of journalists. The journalism students rely on these norms and routines as a 

way to become better journalism, not understanding that they are also helping them to 

become more culturally competent journalists. 
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Over-relying on Journalistic Ethics, Norms and Routines 

While some established norms and routines in journalism helped students remove 

themselves in varying degrees from their own cultural positions, an over-reliance on 

norms to produce “objective” and “professional” news reports was found to be a 

hindrance to cultural competence. Comments made by some students indicated that they 

were relying almost solely on their journalistic skills such as astute observation and the 

quest for accurate information in order to represent the neighborhood in news texts. One 

student wrote in the survey: “I am able to cover this neighborhood objectively without 

making any judgments.” Another student said he was able to represent life in the 

neighborhood in news texts “because being a reporter is about reporting the facts and 

conveying peoples’ stories to the public, even people of a differing culture. As long as 

one does their job accurately, this can be accomplished.” Another wrote: “I think I can 

(represent the neighborhood) well because I’m very unfamiliar with the neighborhood, 

that (sic) allows me to be and stay objective.”  

Yet, relying solely on norms such as objectivity or accuracy to represent the 

complexities of life in an urban neighborhood raises the issue of the validity of 

objectivity as a norm. While a journalist can strive for an objective approach to her or his 

work, the concept of objectivity is highly contested by those who say it is an ideal that 

cannot be fully realized by a reporter. In addition, strict adherence to professional norms 

cannot replace the thoughtfulness that goes into being or becoming aware of one’s 

position and perception of the world, then having the willingness, if necessary, to 

challenge one’s attitudes and beliefs. In order to become more culturally competent, 
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journalists would need to become aware of and transcend their biases, develop 

knowledge and skills to relate effectively with others, and adhere to current norms.  

During one observation, it was clear that journalistic norms and routines, such as 

remaining “objective” and “getting the story,” got in the way of the student reporter’s 

ability to report. The student and her partner were in a neighborhood cafe to produce an 

audio slideshow piece about local eateries. One student was focused on “getting the 

story” and engaged with local people at the cafe only for purposes of an interview. She 

did not engage in informal conversation with the cafe’s patrons and kept herself separate 

from them in a way that would be in line with an overly “objective” approach. Her 

partner, meanwhile, sat in the booths with the patrons, chatting with them and playing 

with their children. After a time, the partner was able to get photos and a couple of 

interviews on the students’ digital audio recorder, which was the purpose of the visit. 

Over-relying on journalistic ethics, norms and routines: Accuracy versus truth. 

It is clear from interviews with sources and students that the journalistic norm of 

accuracy can be adhered to, but, as with objectivity and other norms, this adherence does 

not guarantee that the “truth” has emerged. The editor from the community newspaper, 

commenting on a student story about housing in one of the neighborhoods, said the facts 

in the story were accurate, but the piece was ultimately incomplete. He said: 

What it doesn’t capture is why, because there is a lot of housing stock in 
[the neighborhood] that is in bad shape….  What percentage of [the 
neighborhood’s] housing stock is in bad shape?... It is a little too general. 
It is accurate, as far as it goes. It’s quite accurate, in fact. 
 
The editor was indicating that the story needed more context, in the form of more 

information and additional perspectives, in order to get closer to the “truth.” One student 
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also suggested during an interview that reporters need to go beyond facts when they’re 

reporting and producing news stories. She said:  

Like, I went in and I told a story; it was great and it was accurate, yeah 
right.  I don’t believe in that at all. I think that, I think journalists can be 
kind of cocky about that, like yeah got all the facts. I think it’s more than 
the facts. I think a lot of it is feeling.  I can’t say that I feel what it’s like to 
live in that neighborhood ’cause I don’t live there. 
 
Thus, the difference between accuracy and truth can be vast. Yet, according to the 

Society of Professional Journalists (1996) reporters need to strive for both. Providing 

context is a key way to bridge the gap, according to sources and student reporters. 

Providing a great deal of context in news stories also is an aspect of culturally competent 

news coverage. 

Over-relying on journalistic ethics, norms and routines: “Newsworthiness.” 

The journalistic definition of what is newsworthy can be quite narrow, as 

evidenced by the mainstream news media’s emphasis on crime coverage in the 

neighborhoods. This narrow definition of “news” has resulted in some students becoming 

frustrated by trying to find “news” stories in the neighborhoods and resulted in others 

covering the same neighborhood individuals or organizations. One local artist was 

featured three times during the course of the study. A local church was featured twice, 

and students in interviews said they were ready to pursue certain stories until they learned 

previous groups had covered the issue. One student wrote about the neighborhood he was 

covering: 

The neighborhood is rather dead. It’s boring and quiet. We have to go 
looking for stories, more than having them come to us. I enjoy the 
reporting, because when I do find a story, they seem to be worthwhile and 
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fun, but overall reporting in [the neighborhood] is nonexistent by major 
news sources because there isn’t a whole lot that is newsworthy. 
 
Another student indicated that only highly motivated reporters would pursue news 

that examines the cultural side of the neighborhoods, and most would not challenge 

current news values in order to include the voices of currently excluded groups. These 

stories apparently would not fall into the category of “newsworthy.” The student wrote: 

I am a white person and see the neighborhood the way I see it. And I can 
“practice” and be “fair and balanced” and even be compassionate and do 
the cliché of reporting on the cultural side of [the neighborhood] or the 
after-school program that is a “little rose amidst all the concrete,” but, 
again, I think only white people that are curious about other cultures report 
on stuff like that or find things like that newsworthy.  
 
However, news sources expressed frustration about the narrow conceptualization 

of “news” and “newsworthiness.” One source said he believed there was a perception in 

the industry that negative news sells. This perception puts “an enormous pressure on 

journalists to find the negative stories.” He added:  

And a classic example, we had the news media out here probably seven or 
eight months ago, and there was an owner of a computer store next door 
who was being investigated for something.  Now two stores down, we had 
a Benjamin Franklin statue that had been painted by local artists and was 
part of twelve or thirteen that were being throughout the city, much like 
the bulls in Chicago... Two doors away... that never got any coverage...  I 
actually told the guy, I said, “You ought to report that, but you should 
report this too.”  And his response was, “I just shoot what they tell me to 
shoot.”  So I think that’s part of the problem.  And I don’t know if it’s that 
society really demands the negative articles or if it’s that the news media 
just constantly shows it to people. 
 

In sum, the journalistic norm of newsworthiness has resulted in a narrow 

definition of “news,” one that is oriented toward negative story subjects, according to 

sources, some student reporters, and current mainstream media coverage of the 
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neighborhoods. This narrow definition can sometimes be in conflict with culturally 

competent news coverage, according to some students. According to the definition of 

culturally competent news coverage in this study, these news stories would reflect the 

awareness, knowledge and skills of reporters relating to a variety of cultures – with the 

definition of culture referring broadly to the way in which groups of people create 

meaning and make sense of their lives. This definition implies that the way people in the 

neighborhoods make sense of their lives would include positive, neutral, and negative 

aspects of life in this particular section of Philadelphia. Concentrating disproportionately 

on negative aspects of the neighborhoods, therefore, would not represent culturally 

competent coverage, which supports the students’ views that current norms regarding 

newsworthiness can be in conflict with cultural competence. While the norm of 

newsworthiness is currently under challenge in the current open media environment 

available through digital technologies, some of the norms have retained their power – at 

least for now.  

Being Able to Negotiate Institutional Cultural Influences 

Understanding and being able to negotiate barriers posed by institutions such as a 

narrow definition of “news” was found to be a contributor to cultural competence. As 

mentioned earlier, the institution of journalism is a culture, thus a contributor to 

becoming more culturally competent would involve being able to negotiate these cultural 

influences. Some of the student journalists, despite time constraints, lack of technical 

skills, and working within the confines of assigned stories, managed to produce news 

texts that reflected a level of cultural competence. One student suggested one way to 
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achieve this was not to take a particular angle on a story, but to get the story ideas 

directly from residents. Another student reinforced this idea when he said he did not have 

his “script” written before he went into the community. He said:  

I think it is more preferable to do it the “wrong” way than to write the 
script ahead of time because you had a vision. All you will be thinking 
about is those sorts of clips, and then you are going to miss the good stuff.  
The good stuff is always hidden, always.  The good stuff is stuff I didn’t 
know I had.  

These views were supported by some of the news sources, who said the students 

were not always able to represent the complexities of life in the neighborhood because 

they came in with preconceived story ideas and came away with those exact stories in 

hand. One news source said: 

I think that they have preconceived notions on what their final product is 
going to look like rather than just having the concept. And between 
concept and final product, there should be a big bulk of listening, and they 
are short-changing that listening component. So the final product 
resembles something that they have preconceived rather than a final 
product most times being a surprise to them because now they know 
something that they didn’t know before the interview.  That’s why they 
get it wrong. 
 
Being able to negotiate institutional influences: Alternative storylines. 

A contributor to cultural competence is the ability of reporters to transcend 

institutional cultural constraints related to “newsworthiness,” preconceived story ideas, 

and other limiting norms to produce alternative storylines for news texts. In the case of 

the student journalists in this case study, they produced many positive stories about the 

neighborhoods, which represented an alternative storyline compared to the mainstream 

media. While many of the students’ stories followed traditional news values, some did 

not. One student group produced a multimedia piece about residents’ doors in the 
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neighborhood they were covering, and they included interviews about the doors with the 

residents and even a longtime mailman (Shook, Sipling, & Lee, 2009). Other recent 

stories by the students included a tribute to a local police officer killed while on duty in 

1973 (Borst & Finneran, 2009), a story about the dilapidated condition of a home once 

owned by jazz great John Coltrane (Braymer, 2009), and a story about local residents 

who organize a ski trip for people in their neighborhood each year (Holland, Reed, & 

Barrett, 2009). While some of these stories might be considered for coverage by the 

mainstream media, they often are of the type that are not considered newsworthy and 

would be categorized as alternative stories. In fact, a search on the Web site of 

Philadelphia’s major newspapers showed that in the past two years none of these stories 

had been covered. 

Some students, after spending time in the communities, reflected the same 

frustration as some of the news sources regarding the mainstream news media’s emphasis 

on negative news from the neighborhoods. One student said:  

Definitely the beginning impressions of, if anybody says any city, any 
Philadelphia neighborhood people think violence and crime and 
everything… nobody recognizes or focuses or is aware of some of the 
good things that go on.  And because of my research I am exposed to some 
of those things, like my final project is on the community garden.  And all 
the kids that come out… it’s like a whole business. They sell the food 
throughout the city that they grow. 

The fact that the student reporters were covering the neighborhoods at all 

represents an alternative storyline, in comparison with the mainstream media. The 

mainstream media’s reporting on the communities amounts to “drive by” or episodic 

coverage, one of the course’s professors said. He added:  
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 The news media have a conception on what they feel are their target 
audiences and their target audiences are those who are white, middle-class 
and suburban. There are overt and subtle biases in our society and those 
biases blot out people who are lower than perhaps middle-middle class, 
even the lower-middle class starts getting a little push back from society 
and definitely people who are poor irrespective of their color and then 
when you mix in the whole color equation, there is just a 
standoffishness…. There is no attempt to try and understand that 
community, there is no attempt to serve that educational role and the 
informational role that the news media is supposed to provide…. It’s only 
when there is crime is there any kind of coverage. 
 
Thus, the goal of the urban reporting program of getting student journalists to 

cover alternative stories in urban communities now underserved by the mainstream media 

represents a news value that runs counter to current news and industry values: covering a 

wide range of news stories in areas not necessarily considered to be part of the “market.” 

The storylines pursued by the students tend to be those not covered by the city’s 

mainstream news media. In addition, covering underserved areas contributes to the 

cultural competence of the student journalists and their coverage by including the voices 

and concerns of a wide range of topics, individuals and cultural groups into the public 

discourse. Often the groups currently undercovered by the mainstream media are 

considered to be an “out group” or culturally “different” from the dominant culture in the 

society, and, as discussed in Chapter 2, can be perceived as inferior or viewed with 

unfounded suspicion. Inclusion in the public discourse destabilized this divisive process. 

Being able to negotiate institutional influences: Understanding the limitations of 

news texts.  

Closely related to the awareness dimension discussed earlier in this chapter, 

which helps journalists to examine their perspectives, is the parallel understanding that 
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news texts cannot cover all of the issues and complexities of the neighborhoods. While 

many of the students surveyed and interviewed said they believed they were able to 

represent complexities of the neighborhoods, others said they believed the media are 

limited in what they can cover and the ways in which they cover a story. One student 

wrote: 

Media coverage can never give a full accurate account. No matter how 
much someone wants to paint a clear picture, media can always spin a 
story in a direction, or, if not, cameras stop rolling eventually, which 
means you are not getting all information. 
 
Being able to represent the complexities of life in the neighborhoods is considered 

an aspect of cultural competence in this study. The awareness of the difficulties involved 

and the limitations of news texts to do so, however, also is an aspect of cultural 

competence. This awareness reflects an understanding not only of the vast complexities 

of the ways in which people makes sense of their lives, but also of the limits of any 

particular text or set of texts to represent them. Like an objective approach to news 

reporting, the best journalists can do is to strive to represent these complexities as best 

they can by providing diverse and alternative storylines, a wide range of perspectives, 

and a great deal of contextual information within their news stories. 

 Being unable to negotiate institutional cultural influences. 

The inability to negotiate institutional constraints imposed on reporters is a 

hindrance to cultural competence. In addition to time constraints imposed by regular 

deadlines and a potential over-reliance on norms to tell stories, there are other ways 

current institutional constraints can hinder the process of cultural competence. For 

example, the need to satisfy advertisers and gain high ratings and circulation, which are 
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survival tools in the industry, is an institutional constraint that results in the narrow 

definition of newsworthiness described earlier. While the students were insulated from 

market influences in the context of the undergraduate class, most were aware of these 

institutional needs; some were taught to them in this course and in other coursework as 

part of the norms of the profession.  

For example, one reason that the neighborhoods the students covered were 

underserved by the mainstream media in the first place was that the residents were not 

perceived to be part of the “market” the news organizations wanted to capture. As one of 

the multimedia course’s professors, also an industry professional, noted, it can be 

difficult to get the ratings required of broadcasters with positive, relatively mundane 

news stories: 

You have to find a reason to put that story on air, especially when it comes 
to ratings and competition. What do people watch?  Why is this 
important?  What would bring somebody from [the suburbs] come up to [a 
city neighborhood]?  Would they actually come out for this?  So you have 
to find a niche, you have to find something that’s gonna be like: “Gotcha!” 

Yet the need for journalists to become culturally competent enough to cross 

boundaries imposed by the journalism culture is strengthened by the fact that, in today’s 

Web-based information environment, non-journalists now have the opportunity to 

produce their own content. Common citizens can bypass the traditional gatekeeping role 

of journalists to produce their own news content and obtain information about their 

communities. During interviews with news sources, one local community group leader 

said the organization is starting to produce its own news content out of frustration with 

the lack of coverage by the local media. She said: “Nothing against [the community 

newspaper] because we love them, but it’s just that they’re stretched so thin and they’re 
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also owned by a for-profit company.” The students themselves bypass the gatekeeping 

role of the urban reporting course professors, who select the stories to put up on the Web 

site, by putting the news texts they produce on their own Web sites. This ability to bypass 

institutional constraints can be a contributor to cultural competence. Additionally, 

students described story assignments themselves as being too narrow; having story 

assignments limited the number of organically created stories from the neighborhood. As 

news sources argued earlier, the assignment of story ideas can impede culturally 

competent news coverage in that reporters go into the communities with a pre-arranged 

idea about the “story” of the neighborhood.  

Thus, an inability to negotiate institutional constraints imposed is a hindrance to 

the cultural competence of journalists. Reporters need to be able to negotiate potential 

barriers such as constant deadlines, an over-reliance on norms to tell stories, market 

demands, and story assignments in order to produce culturally competence coverage that 

represents the complexities of life in the neighborhoods. Further, the failure to produce 

this type of coverage is likely to be to the detriment of reporters and the industry, since 

Web-based sites are producing and distributing local content as an alternative to the 

mainstream media. 

Summary 

Three factors that contributed to or hindered the cultural competence of the 

student journalists have been identified thus far from the data in this study. The first 

factor involves having an awareness of self, including an awareness of one’s position, 

cultural perspectives and biases. This type of self-awareness is related to maturity, an 
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ability to be respectful and to listen to others, and having self-understanding. Awareness 

of one’s cultural perspectives also involves having an understanding of the complexity of 

cultures and, for the student journalists, discussing their position in relation to their 

sources in blogs and other multimedia storytelling tools. Other attributes and skills 

specific to culturally competent journalists include the willingness to challenge one’s 

cultural perspectives and not “knowing it all.” Conversely, a lack of awareness of one’s 

position, cultural perspectives and biases hinders the cultural competence of journalists. 

A lack of awareness of one’s own cultural biases and perspectives can result in an 

unwillingness or inability to challenge or change those perspectives, and an inability to 

understand the complexity of cultures. 

The second factor that contributed to or hindered the cultural competence of the 

student journalists involved an awareness of the complexity of “insider” and “outsider” 

status, which forced the students to grapple with the advantages and disadvantages of 

being an “insider” or “outsider” in the neighborhoods they covered. Contributors to the 

cultural competence of the student journalists included being able to negotiate an 

“outsider” status in news texts and in interactions with residents, using the advantages of 

being a neighborhood “insiders,” and having an ability to overcome biases of 

neighborhood residents. Hindrances to the cultural competence of the student reporters 

reflected the opposites of the contributors: being unable to negotiate local residents’ 

biases and an “outsider” status in the neighborhood and not making use of the advantages 

of an “insider” status when it was available to the student group. 
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The third factor involves the use of journalistic ethics, norms and routines, which 

both contributed to and hindered the cultural competence of the student journalists. 

Contributors to the cultural competence of the reporters included striving for an objective 

approach, relying on other journalistic ethics, norms, and routines, such as giving “voice 

to the voiceless,” and having an ability to negotiate the culture of journalism’s 

institutional influences by employing alternative storylines and understanding the 

limitations of news texts. An over-reliance on journalistic norms and routines was found 

to be a hindrance to cultural competence. These norms and routines included an over-

reliance on the norm of objectivity rather than a reliance on an objective approach, an 

over-reliance on accuracy versus a more contextual truth, and an inability to negotiate 

institutional constraints such as market demands and norms related to newsworthiness. 

Table 2 outlines the findings thus far. 
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Table 2: Awareness, Knowledge, Skills and the Self 

AWARENESS OF SELF 
Contributors to Cultural Competence 

 

Awareness of one’s position and increased 
transparency with multimedia journalism 

practices 

Having an awareness of one’s position, cultural 
perspectives and biases 

 
Understanding the complexity of culture 

 
 

 

Attributes and skills that lead to increased 
awareness and more culturally competent 

journalists 

Willingness to challenge one’s cultural 
perspectives 

  
Not “knowing it all” 

 

Hindrances to Cultural Competence 
 

 

Lack of awareness of one’s own position, cultural 
perspectives and biases 

Lack of understanding the complexity of culture 
 
 
 

 

Lacking attributes and skills that lead to increased 
awareness and more culturally competent 

journalists 

Unwillingness or inability to challenge or change 
one’s perspectives 

AWARENESS OF THE COMPLEXITY OF “INSIDER” OR AN “OUTSIDER” STATUS 
Contributors to Cultural Competence 

 

Able to negotiate “outsider” status 
Negotiating “insider” and “outsider” status 

 
Using the advantages of being an “insider” 

  
Having an ability to overcome biases of 

neighborhood residents 
  

Hindrances to Cultural Competence 
 

Not making use of the advantages of being an 
“insider” 

Negotiating “insider” and “outsider” status 

 
Inability to negotiate biases of neighborhood 

residents 

USE OF JOURNALISTIC ETHICS, NORMS, AND ROUTINES 
Contributors to Cultural Competence 

 

Striving for an objective approach 

Relying on journalistic ethics, norms, and 
routines 

 
 

Relying on other journalistic ethics, norms and 
routines, such as giving “voice to the voiceless” 

  
 

Having an ability to  negotiate the culture of 
journalism  institutional influences by employing 

alternative storylines and understanding the 
limitations of news texts 

 
 

Hindrances to Cultural Competence 
 

Over-relying on journalistic ethics, norms, and 
routines

Over-reliance on norm of “objectivity” 
  

 
Over-reliance on other journalistic ethics, norms 
and routines, such as striving only for accuracy 

rather than seeking multiple perspectives to 
present alternative “truths” 

 
Inability to negotiate institutional constraints such 

as market demands and definitions of 
“newsworthiness” 
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CHAPTER 6 

THEMES RELATED TO THE CULTURAL COMPETENCE OF JOURNALISTS: 

AWARENESS, KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS AND THE OTHER 

This chapter continues the discussion of the key findings from the data regarding 

factors that contributed to or hindered the cultural competence of the student journalists, 

their reporting process, and their news coverage. This chapter focuses on themes drawn 

from the data regarding awareness, knowledge and cultural competence skills related to 

the Other. The data were triangulated and synthesized into two key factors: knowledge of 

the Other, and skills and attributes that influence knowledge of the Other. Findings 

related to multimedia practices that contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of 

journalists will be discussed in relation to the different factors associated with the Other, 

as appropriate. 

The factors were drawn from themes that emerged from in-depth interviews with 

the student reporters, their news sources, representatives of the neighborhoods, and 

course professors. The themes were further explored with data from the surveys and 

observations of students, and, in the case of the findings related to multimedia journalism, 

a review of news texts. 

Awareness of Self and Knowledge of the Other 

The taxonomy used to categorize the findings in this study discusses cultural 

competence in relation to self and Other. Specifically, the two main categories of factors 

involve awareness, knowledge, skills and the self, and awareness, knowledge, skills and 

the Other. This approach was taken because, in any human interaction, the principal 
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subjects are the self and the Other. Cultural competence is based on human interaction, 

with the goal being enhanced understanding of both self and Other. Moreover, becoming 

more culturally competent involves a continual feedback cycle of awareness of self and 

knowledge of the Other. Increased awareness of self can allow one to understand and 

relate in a more in-depth way with others, which, in turn, further informs one’s self 

awareness. This continual process is supported by the relevant skills needed to achieve 

one, the other, or both. 

The operational definition for the cultural competence of journalists proposed at 

the end of this study will retain the currently accepted dimensions of awareness, 

knowledge, and skills. The discussion of the research findings will focus on the broad 

categories of self and Other, with the dimensions of awareness, knowledge and skills 

included in each category. The chapter will begin with a discussion of the two 

influencing factors of cultural competence related to the Other, followed by a summary 

and a discussion of the elements within each factor that are likely to cycle back toward 

increasing awareness of the self. 

Knowledge of the Other 

While having self awareness or knowing one’s self is a crucial step in the process 

of interacting with and interpreting the world, understanding others is the next vital part 

of the process. When the interactions involve people who are culturally “different,” 

meaning that they operate within “webs” of meaning or make sense of their lives in ways 

that are different from one another, knowing about the Other becomes even more 

important. In the case of journalists, who play the role of helping to interpret the world by 



210 
 
providing the news of the day, understanding others is a significant aspect of the 

profession. The discussion that follows examines the themes uncovered from the data in 

this study regarding knowledge necessary to understand culturally different “Others.” 

The operational definition proposed in this dissertation divided the “knowledge” 

dimension of cultural competence into two levels: “macro” knowledge and “micro” 

knowledge of a culture. “Macro” knowledge includes elements such as language, history, 

political and social development, structural issues, as well as certain beliefs or values 

shared by a particular culture. In the case of the student reporters, some of the “macro” 

knowledge that they gained during the semester was obtained initially through Internet 

and other research. Other information and knowledge about the neighborhoods was 

considered “micro” level knowledge and included the contradictions and inconsistencies 

among members of a particular culture, continual change of the culture due to internal 

and external influences, and the multiple identities of individuals within the culture. 

Much of this “micro” level knowledge was obtained by spending time in the 

neighborhoods and talking to residents. 

Developing “Macro” Knowledge of the Neighborhood and its Cultures 

One of the most dramatic differences reported by the student journalists at the 

start of the semester compared to the end of the semester was their self-reported level of 

knowledge about the neighborhood they covered (X2
(16) = 33.9, p<.005).  This finding is 

not surprising, given that most of the student journalists said that they had very little 

knowledge of the neighborhoods they covered at the start of the semester. Specifically, 

more than half of the students reporting on their level of knowledge about their 
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neighborhood at the start of the semester (57%, n=102) said they had “very limited” or 

“limited” knowledge. By the end of the semester, 78% of the students responding 

(n=130) reported their level of knowledge was “good” or “very good.”  

Observations of students in the field and discussions with the students, their news 

sources and neighborhood representatives made it clear that the students’ “macro” 

knowledge of the neighborhoods was partial. Their knowledge of local languages and 

political and historical context of the neighborhoods was limited. In addition, while the 

students certainly gained a good deal of knowledge about the communities during the 

semester, their understandings were limited to specific topics or areas of the 

neighborhoods on which the students concentrated, or were based local organizations or 

particular residents with which the students had established contact. 

Developing “macro” knowledge of the neighborhood: Knowledge of historical 

and socio-political contexts.  

An important aspect of understanding the complexities of a neighborhood and its 

cultures is having a grasp of its historical, social, political, structural and cultural 

contexts, according to comments made during interviews by news sources and 

neighborhood representatives. Knowing a neighborhood’s history and the way it has 

evolved are not only important areas of knowledge for the student reporters, but that 

knowledge could also be included in news texts to provide audiences with more context 

about the community. Most of the students interviewed felt that they did not have an 

understanding of the historical or socio-political context of the community they covered 

or of Philadelphia. Twelve of the 46 students interviewed explicitly expressed the 
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importance of their neighborhood’s history in interviews, although, in some cases, its 

history was brought up because it was a major part of the community’s identity.  

Most students said they had done some research about their neighborhoods before 

they went out – usually via the Internet – but few had a specific understanding of a 

neighborhood’s history or the political and social forces that had an impact on its 

development. Students did not cite a particular reason for not knowing the history of a 

neighborhood; the historical and political context did not seem to be a priority for them. 

Structural issues, such as the political economy of Philadelphia and the neighborhood, 

were rarely raised by the students, and students who were able to discuss the political 

economy of Philadelphia and its neighborhoods expressed limited understandings. One 

student, when asked why he thought economic conditions were they way were in the 

neighborhood he covered, answered: “Education and parenting.” He added, however, that 

blue-collar jobs with which one could raise a family were more prevalent 50 years ago 

than today: 

You get a high school diploma…you know what are you going to get, at 
best a job in construction, get like, you know, $15 an hour, you know. You 
can’t raise a family on $30,000 comfortably, you’d have to rent…. They 
need a good school system and they need parents to push education ahead 
because you can’t just get away with, you know, just working at the mill 
anymore. 
 
The student later went on to discuss how the national minimum wage needs to be 

increased because costs keep rising. Thus, the student understood that manufacturing jobs 

were no longer available in neighborhoods like the one he was covering, but saw as 

solutions better schools and parenting and an increased minimum wage rather than larger, 

structural solutions that would bring higher-paying jobs back to the area. Another student, 
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when asked, “What is your current understanding of why cultural and/or socioeconomic 

differences might exist between you and people in the neighborhood?” responded: 

I could go on and on here. Why do socioeconomic differences exist 
between me, a white-bred [sic] suburbanite and the residents of [the 
neighborhood], predominantly poor or lower class blacks and Latinos? 
Like I said, I could go on. A culture of poverty exists in America. People 
are born into a society that prevents upward mobility for those on the 
bottom rung of society. Because of this, it is very difficult to become 
affluent for the poor. 
 
The student’s comments demonstrate knowledge of some of the structural issues 

affecting those on the lower end of the socio-economic scale. While he did not go into 

detail, he noted that people in the United States “are born into a society that prevents 

upward mobility for those on the bottom rung.”  He seems to be alluding to a lack of 

“equality of condition,” or the structural causes that prevent people from moving higher 

up socio-economically (Conley, 1999, p. 8). Yet he also refers to a “culture of poverty,” a 

highly contested thesis put forward by the anthropologist Oscar Lewis in 1966 (Lewis, 

1966/1996). Lewis’s thesis is that poverty is not just a matter of economic deprivation, 

but that it also involves behavioral and personality traits; these traits are passed on to 

subsequent generations through socialization. Since Lewis’s argument was published, 

numerous anthropologists have refuted his argument that the poor are poor as a 

consequence of their own pathology. Goode (2001) argued against a causal link between 

poverty and pathology, noting that many characteristics of people in poor, urban 

neighborhoods may seem pathologic, but “when seen within the context of people’s 

limited choices, make sense for survival” (p. 287).  
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One student mentioned that he had taken courses at Temple that helped put the 

neighborhood he was covering into historical context. He said he had grown up in a 

family in which his father expressed racist views and “he’s kind of like tried to pass that 

on to me, in a way.” But once the student began taking courses in college, including a 

U.S. history course that discussed the slave trade, the Civil War, and the civil rights 

movement, this historical perspective provided gave him an “understanding (of) the full 

breadth of the oppression and race relations…. That way you’re able to look at things and 

understand why things are the way they are.” The student added: 

I think that my education from college and just from my own research into 
things, just like books I read or whatever, give me the type of worldview 
that helps me to better understand different cultures. I try to challenge 
myself and ask myself questions quite often with some of the most basic 
things. But I think when I’m put into that situation, instead of seeing 
stereotypes, I can see it in a more three-dimensional way. 
 
An understanding of a neighborhood’s history is tremendously important, 

particularly for certain news stories, according to news sources. One news source 

commenting on a student’s story about drop-out rates at a neighborhood high school said 

the text needed an historical context to explain why some students were not attending 

school. She said: 

If you look at deseg [desegregation] in this community, you didn’t cross 
Front Street if you were a person of color because you got your ass 
kicked... There is a culture there, so if you were a kid who went to [one 
local high school] or [another local high school] and would get whooped 
after school if you didn’t make it on the bus, you would tend not to go 
over there. Culturally that still exists. So people have to understand those 
historical perspectives. 
 
Thus, while some students had knowledge of the “macro” historical and structural 

factors that influenced the neighborhoods, most students seemed to have an incomplete 
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understanding of these issues. Those incomplete understandings were reflected in their 

news texts, mostly in the absence of historical context from the texts. A contributor to 

cultural competence would be to gain an understanding of these important contextual 

issues and include them in news texts. This knowledge would contribute not only to 

knowledge about the neighborhood’s cultures and residents, but also to audiences’ and 

reporters’ understanding of their position in relation to neighborhood residents. 

Developing “macro” knowledge of the neighborhood: Communicating in local 

languages. 

Some students were bilingual and able to communicate with people in the 

community in what was a first language for the residents. Twelve students surveyed 

identified themselves as non-native English speakers who spoke a variety of languages, 

including Spanish, French, German, Creole, Hebrew, Mandarin, and Italian. Others had 

learned a second language and spoke it fluently or near fluently. During the time of the 

study at least four students produced bilingual news pieces in both Spanish and English, 

and another student produced a video news package in Vietnamese. For residents, being 

interviewed in their first language allowed them to more fully articulate their thoughts on 

an issue. Being able to communicate in non-English languages that were spoken in the 

neighborhoods also showed an important area of knowledge on the part of the students, 

which could immediately break down barriers, establish trust, and allow for more 

perspectives in the news story the students were covering. Equally important, the students 

were able to produce news reports in both English and the local language, allowing non-

English speakers access to news about their neighborhoods. 
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During one observation, a student group created a news piece about older Latino 

residents living in a senior citizens’ complex in a neighborhood. The senior citizens 

spoke little or no English, but they were able to talk about their life in the housing 

complex because one of the students spoke fluent Spanish. Thus, their perspectives about 

life in the community were able to be included in the news story. The student group later 

produced news texts in both English and Spanish for the Web site, thus allowing non-

English-speaking audiences access to the news story.  

Yet, overall, language barriers were a problem for the students. The students 

reported in surveys and in interviews that their lack of local language skills posed barriers 

to producing news pieces in some neighborhood or in areas of certain neighborhoods. 

During one observation, the student reporters did not speak Spanish, yet were trying to 

interview people in a mostly Spanish-speaking section of a neighborhood. They were 

frustrated by the continual refusals for interviews. Another student, who was covering a 

mostly Latino neighborhood, wrote in an open-ended survey response: “The language 

barrier made it difficult to communicate with some members of the community.” One 

student group covering the Chinatown section of Philadelphia, where English-speaking 

residents were, at least at first, difficult to find, expressed a great deal of frustration in 

their survey responses about their difficulties in producing news texts about and gaining 

trust in the community. One of the students covering the neighborhood said in his survey: 

“The true Chinese immigrant residents can't speak to us due to language barrier.” The 

students said they ended up having to find English-speaking residents to interview, which 

likely influenced the types of stories they produced.  
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Moreover, a lack of local language skills is an almost automatic sign of an 

“outsider” for community residents. However, as with other barriers associated with an 

“outsider” status, students reported lack of language skills as a barrier more at the 

beginning of the semester than at the end. This finding indicates that the student reporters 

discovered ways to resolve the lack of local language skills, such as finding people in the 

community who spoke English. Nonetheless, it is clear that having or developing local 

language skills is a contributor to the cultural competence of journalists.  

Developing “Micro” Knowledge of the Neighborhood and its Cultures 

In addition to the “macro” level understanding, the operational definition for 

culturally competent journalists in this study also includes an understanding of “micro” 

level knowledge of Others and of the neighborhood, which would include the 

community’s nuances, internal contradictions and inconsistencies within local cultures, 

continual change within local cultures due to internal and external influences, as well as 

the multiple identities of individuals within a particular culture. Appreciating nuance also 

is an indication of cognitive complexity.  

Nearly all of the 46 students interviewed indicated that they had developed 

“micro” knowledge of the neighborhood during the semester; several mentioned that they 

had come to appreciate the complexities of the neighborhood, its cultures, and the people 

in it. For example, regarding the issue of crime in some of the neighborhoods, which 

came up regularly in the surveys and interviews with students, the fear about becoming a 

victim of a crime was based in part on the realities in some of the neighborhoods – some 

are high-crime areas. Yet some students were able to accept a negative phenomenon such 
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as crime, but also discover positive aspects of the community. One student said: “Bad 

things happen there, sure. It’s not what makes this place what it is.” Another student 

expressed an understanding of the need for “micro” level knowledge when she wrote on 

her start-of-the-semester survey: “I know that there are people in the neighborhood that 

actually care and sometimes you just need to take a closer look at things.” Another wrote:  

I’ve realized the [neighborhood] is more than a few corner bodegas and 
Catholic churches. There’s so much more to the Latino community there, 
and they’re all very willing to tell their stories. They just need people who 
care to listen. 
 
Appreciation for a neighborhood’s cultural complexities was expressed in other 

ways. In some cases, students cited reasons why they had not obtained a high level of 

knowledge about their neighborhood in a way that demonstrated an understanding of the 

complexities of the neighborhood, which is an indicator of cultural competence. One 

student wrote: “I’m not sure of the expectations on ‘knowledge’ but I feel comfortable 

knowing the streets and how to get around the neighborhood. I don’t know the residents 

as well as I’d like.” This student had a level of “macro” knowledge of the neighborhood, 

such as the geographic boundaries, but understood she didn’t have as much “micro” 

knowledge about the neighborhood since she hadn’t gotten to know the people. Another 

student said: “There is a lot to [the neighborhood], and it’s impossible to know absolutely 

everything about it… there will always be something we don’t know, someone we don’t’ 

know.” Thus, these student reporters were demonstrating an ability to differentiate 

between various types of knowledge about a place and indicate the complexities of 

epistemology, including that knowledge will vary depending on whom you talk to.  
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One student demonstrated an understanding of the concept of culture, cultural 

competence, and the various cultures within the neighborhood she was covering when 

she noted it was difficult to represent her neighborhood in news texts because “there’s 

just so many dimensions of that neighborhood….  There’s so many different levels and I 

don’t even think there would be enough time for us to really do every one justice.” The 

comment indicates an understanding not only of the complexity of the neighborhood’s 

cultures, but of the multi-dimensionality and complexity of culture in general. The 

comment also identifies a hindering factor of cultural competence also noted in this 

study: time constraints, which will be discussed in more detail below. 

Observations of students in the neighborhoods demonstrated their accumulation 

of a certain amount of “micro” knowledge. There were people they recognized on the 

street, a certain level of comfort and knowledge of how to get around in the 

neighborhood, and a recognition of neighborhood nuances. Some students knew store 

owners and some people on the street by name. Others were able to explain cultural 

symbols such as a certain type of music played by the residents or the urban symbol of 

sneakers dangling on telephone lines. One student group covered a neighborhood that 

was becoming gentrified; in one area were lower-income homes, while in another were 

trendy restaurants and boutique stores. The students had said the people in the lower-

income section of the community were more approachable, which I noticed during the 

observation. In the trendy section, passers-by were plugged into iPods and not interested 

in talking to people, while in the lower-income section people sometimes approached the 

students to chat.  
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Yet the students’ “micro” knowledge, like all knowledge, according to Clifford 

(1986), also was only partial. The students themselves noted there was much about the 

neighborhoods they did not know. Several observations revealed that the student 

reporters would frequent the same people or places for stories. In some neighborhoods, 

there would be entire sections, particularly residential sections, that students would know 

little or nothing about. In addition, one of the elements included in the “micro” 

knowledge dimension of the study’s proposed operational definition – internal and 

external influences on neighborhoods’ cultures – was mentioned very little by students in 

interviews, in surveys, or in conversations during trips into the neighborhoods. The 

student group who covered immigration issues in their neighborhood covered it from the 

angle of why people chose to move into the neighborhood versus the impact immigrants 

might have on the neighborhood’s cultures. Another student noted the influence of 

popular culture in his neighborhood when he said he “didn’t see much” culture there 

because: 

There’s a lot, I think there is a lot of pop culture. You know, kind of, a lot 
of pop culture kind of dominating the culture…. In my hometown… you 
see groups that carry on tradition or are creating tradition but, I think it’s 
hard to find. 
 
The student was implying a conceptualization of culture based on maintaining 

traditions rather than culture as a changeable process that is influenced by phenomena 

such as popular culture. Thus, the students during their time in the neighborhoods gained 

some understanding of the nuances and “micro” levels of the local cultures. However, 

their “micro” level knowledge was limited, which likely affected the news content they 

were able to produce.  
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Developing “micro” knowledge of the neighborhood and its cultures: 

Recognizing similarities and differences. 

While the student journalists, particularly at first, recognized differences between 

themselves and residents of the neighborhoods, they also perceived similarities. Asked on 

the survey how the neighborhood’s cultures compare with the community in which they 

grew up, one student wrote: “Both [very different and somewhat same] bc (sic) all people 

desire similar basic needs/wants out of life.” Another student said of the neighborhood 

she covered:  

A lot of people know each other, and that's how it was with my town 
growing up. There is also a lot of, “If you want to know this, go to this 
person,” which you also find in my town. There is more crime and it's 
more rundown, but the dynamics of the neighborhood are similar, just 
with different types of people. 
 
Coming to recognize both similarities and differences between the neighborhoods 

and the communities in which the students grew up reflects what Falicov (1998) 

conceptualized as comparing “cultural maps.” Comparing “cultural maps” allows those 

interacting with one another to determine their unique cultural influences, with each 

one’s cultural meanings compared and explored through dialogue and conversation. This 

is a process that should be encouraged in order to realize more culturally competent 

journalism.  

The identification of both similarities and differences also reflects cognitive 

complexity and an understanding of the complexities of the cultures in the neighborhood. 

It also is an indication of “micro” level knowledge because it requires in-depth 

knowledge and an understanding of nuances of the neighborhood. 
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Lack of “micro” knowledge of the neighborhood: Inaccuracies 

A problem noted by news sources and confirmed in observations is that a lack of 

“micro” knowledge of a community can lead to inaccuracies in the students’ news texts. 

The lack of “micro” knowledge and inaccuracies in texts are hindrances to cultural 

competence of journalists. News sources and neighborhood representatives reviewing 

texts produced by the students uncovered inaccurate information, such as 

misidentification of the neighborhood’s boundaries, inaccurate job titles, and interviews 

with people who in fact were not residents of the neighborhood. One neighborhood 

representative, reviewing a student news piece about a housing project in the community, 

said: “That is not [our neighborhood]... That is [a different neighborhood], no ifs, ands or 

buts. When I say it’s not our territory, I am not joking.  People get very defensive about 

that.” In observations of students in the field, it was clear on a number of occasions that 

the students did not know the boundaries of the neighborhood they were covering. During 

one observation, we drove around the area for some time before the student got out to ask 

someone where to find the community he and his partner were covering. 

A lack of “micro” knowledge contributed to low-quality news reporting on the 

part of the student journalists; they simply did not have enough on-the-ground knowledge 

to provide audiences with accurate information about the community. News sources and 

people living in the community had in-depth knowledge of the area and could easily 

identify the reporters’ errors, which reduced the students’ credibility. The students’ lack 

of “micro” knowledge indicated a lack of knowledge of the Other. 
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Lack of “micro” knowledge of the neighborhood’s culture(s): Oversimplified 

categorizations / stereotyping.  

Another hindrance to the cultural competence of journalists and knowledge of the 

Other is a reliance on overgeneralizations and stereotypes. The students’ 

overgeneralizations indicated a lack of “micro” knowledge. Stereotypical terms such as 

“ghetto” and “blight” were used by some students to depict the neighborhoods they 

covered. While some urban scholars and anthropologists also use the term “ghetto” in 

their writings, the context in which the students used the term indicated a way of 

stereotyping the neighborhoods in a pejorative rather than descriptive way. “Ghetto” as 

used by the students involves what Allport (1954, p. 181) would term “emotionally toned 

labels,” or labels that tend to bring up negative emotions and force a thing into a negative 

category. One student wrote of the neighborhood he was covering: “It's mostly low-

income ghetto. I grew up in Connecticut. Big difference.” Another student wrote: 

“Someone told me [the neighborhood she was assigned to cover] was ‘the ghetto’ and I 

should request another group.” Another student said in an interview about the mostly 

Latino neighborhood he was covering:    

It doesn’t feel like America, you know, it kind of feels like a foreign place 
cause everything is just Puerto Rican. The marquee signs are in Spanish 
and people are speaking Spanish, eating Spanish food - I mean Puerto 
Rican food - I just didn’t think that was in Philadelphia, you know? 
 
The student’s remarks reflected not only a lack of knowledge that Puerto Rican 

people hold U.S. citizenship, but also a stereotype of what it is to be “American.” The 

student implied that the broad, stereotyped category of “America” is non-Latino, or, more 

specifically, presumably speaking English and eating food that would be not associated 
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with Puerto Rico. Use of such stereotypes is problematic in a number of important ways, 

including how students speak to their news sources. One news source told the story of a 

student who called him to talk about the issue of his neighborhood being “blighted.” He 

said: 

I don’t even understand what the term “blighted” is.  And so when you use 
a term like that to describe a neighborhood, you should understand how 
it’s used and what it means and what makes this neighborhood “blighted” 
and that neighborhood not “blighted.”  And sometimes it’s a matter of 
perspective. 
 
Age seemed to be another category that drew stereotypes from the students. 

During one observation, a student interviewed people at a senior citizens’ center in the 

neighborhood she covered, where healthy, mobile senior residents go to hear lectures and 

participate in group activities. Yet the student in interviews repeatedly referred to the 

center as an “old folks’ home,” which traditionally has been used to refer to long-term 

care facilities for seniors who require full-time nursing care. In another observation, a 

student group wanted to interview members of a senior citizens’ organization in another 

community, but was refused access by the executive director because they kept referring 

to the senior citizens as “elderly” – a term the students said the executive director found 

offensive.  

Other students discussed relating to neighborhood residents as getting “down to 

their level,” as if in there is a hierarchy in place in which the students are placed above 

the residents, requiring them to move “down” in order to relate to them. One 

neighborhood representative, who edited a community newspaper in the city, warned: 

“Don’t assume that people are not cognitive, very cognitive, of issues of their lives 
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because they don’t look middle-class or talk it. People are not dumb. People are smart 

about things that matter to them.” 

Another issue that emerged during the course of data collection was the issue of 

stereotypical remarks made by people they interviewed. For example, one student 

reporter quoted a teacher from a neighborhood high school, who claimed that poor 

parenting was one of the causes of the school’s high drop-out rate and said of the 

students: “They are not motivated from birth to meet the challenges and academia or ‘real 

life.’ They resort to the lifestyle of those around them and drop out.” A news source who 

works with local high school students countered: “That’s a very narrow perspective…. I 

think we need to hold more people individually accountable, but I think you also have to 

look at systems, and historical systems.” The article also paraphrases the teacher as 

saying most of the parents “never graduated high school themselves, live off Social 

Security checks, and were 14- to 18-years-old when they had their children.” The 

neighborhood representative said the teacher’s remarks stereotyped the parents and, for 

people reading the article, “That’s the perception that they get of [the neighborhood], 

which isn’t legitimate.” In this case, the student reporter did not seem to question the 

teacher’s remarks or challenge them in the news text with alternative perspectives 

regarding the causes of the drop-out rates. Recognizing stereotypical remarks and seeking 

to counter them in news texts would be a contributor to culturally competent news 

coverage. 

Thus, some of the students needed to be more aware of their tendency to 

overgeneralize about people and cultures in the neighborhoods they were covering. The 
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overgeneralizations are potentially destructive because they not only present a narrow 

view of the neighborhood during the students’ interactions with residents, but also have 

the potential to perpetuate stereotypes for news audiences. Further, if the student 

reporters are not aware of their own tendency to stereotype, they are not likely to identify 

the tendency in others. Thus, again, overgeneralizations can make their way into news 

texts. 

Lack of “micro” knowledge of the neighborhood’s culture(s): Oversimplified 

categorizations and the role of the mainstream media 

At least five students explicitly mentioned during interviews that their initial 

perceptions of the neighborhoods were formed in part by mainstream news media. Some 

of these perceptions were based on overgeneralizations as well. For example, one local 

media label used to describe a section in Philadelphia known for its drug use and crime is 

the “Badlands” (Jones, 2001; Nightline, 1995; Volk, 2007). Such a label represents the 

broad category that negatively characterizes the area in overly simplistic terms: “bad.” 

Some of the neighborhoods the students covered for the class were considered part of the 

“Badlands” and the students were aware of the term. One neighborhood representative 

noted: “It is hard…once we were pegged with the name the ‘Badlands,’ and it’s been 

really hard to overcome that.” Labels such as “Badlands” and other media reports about 

crime in the neighborhoods fed students’ fears about the neighborhoods. One student 

said: “Right before I started doing this, I read an article about a 12- or 13-year-old boy 

being killed over a snowball fight and that definitely kind of added to the mind frame.” 

Another student said of his first visit to the neighborhood he was covering: 
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I didn’t bring my phone or my watch and I wore sneakers in case I had to 
run.  I was kind of nervous, because I read about it and there was so 
much... it is a bloody neighborhood, and there is so much crime. 
 
The effect of the mainstream media coverage on the students’ perceptions of the 

neighborhoods demonstrates the powerful influence news reports can have relative to a 

community. Yet it was not clear during interviews with students and during observations 

that the students realized their own texts might have the same or similar impact. Thus, it 

is extremely important to be aware of any propensity to distort or overgeneralize 

information about an individual, area, or culture in news reports. Having a level of 

“micro” knowledge is a way to combat these types of overgeneralizations. 

Multimedia News Practices Have the Potential to Contribute to More Culturally 

Competent News Coverage 

Multimedia news coverage – by offering news stories via various formats such as 

online news stories containing links for more information, video packages, photo 

galleries with narratives from sources – allows journalists to provide a great deal of 

context for news stories that traditional news media were unable to provide due to lack of 

space or air time. This level of context contributes to culturally competent news coverage 

and allows for much more knowledge of the Other to be provided to audiences.  

Multimedia storytelling is able to provide news stories with “macro” level context 

through links to relevant articles for background information, as well as charts and 

graphs, interactive maps and other devices. Thus a great deal of historical, social, and 

political context can be provided. Multimedia journalism and its unlimited space on the 

Web also allows more “micro” context, including multiple perspectives offered about the 
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neighborhoods in people’s own voices, with their faces on camera and in the context of 

their communities. With multimedia journalism, news stories today can come closer to 

what anthropologist Clifford Geertz (1973) called “thick description” of the issues or 

areas covered. That is, not only does the potential for “thicker” description contribute to 

the cultural competence of journalists by increasing their knowledge about a culture or 

place, it allows the possibility of increasing the cultural competence of news audiences. 

Some of the students seemed to grasp this potential of multimedia. A broadcasting 

journalism student noted: “For us to be able to use different applications and show in a 

multimedia way… interesting things about the neighborhood… even if someone learns 

one thing... I mean, I think that’s doing a good job.” Another student said: “Through the 

use of photos, videos, and articles, I believe that we accurately showed the life of the part 

of [the neighborhood] that we were reporting about.”  

A review of the course’s Web site reveals that many students are making full use 

of the potential of multimedia journalism. Students are creating interactive maps with 

links to photos and audio interviews with neighborhood residents, providing the “macro” 

and “micro” context with the location of the neighborhood in the city and the exact 

location of the interview. Other projects have featured “tag clouds,” with which 

audiences can click on a keyword and hear audio interviews and see photographs of 

residents discussing a particular issue. The keywords, or “tags,” are smaller or larger 

depending upon the number of times the residents said the word during interviews. 

Another project involved archival and current photographs of a neighborhood undergoing 

revitalization. While traditional print and video news texts also can provide such 
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photographs, multimedia journalism has the capacity to provide many more pictures and 

context that users can click through and even enlarge for closer examination. This 

contextualization of news stories is an indicator that multimedia storytelling can be a 

contributor to cultural competence. 

Moreover, the students’ survey and interview responses indicated that they 

believe multimedia journalism can best represent life in the neighborhoods they are 

covering. A chi-square test was conducted on the frequencies of responses to the survey 

question: Which medium do you believe most accurately represents life in the 

neighborhoods? The test showed statistical significance with students saying multimedia 

was the medium that would most accurately represent life in the neighborhood. The 

reasons why included that a multimedia format is “all encompassing” and 

comprehensive. Students also said multimedia allow for different ways to tell stories and 

can allow for different angles of a story to be told. A common comment in support of 

multimedia formats was that one medium alone cannot handle the task of representing a 

neighborhood. One student said: “You can capture their reactions and feel how they feel 

through all 3 (print, stills, video).” Another said: “Words can capture the concerns and 

feelings in a good way. But multimedia captures the condition of the neighborhood as 

well as the actual people.” 

In interviews with news sources, responses were mixed about which medium is 

best able to represent life in their neighborhoods. Some of the responses reflected 

personal preferences (“I am old, so I am used to print media”); in other responses, 

sources said print is best because the stories are able to be more detailed and can provide 
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“different opinions through different viewpoints.” Others said one specific medium could 

not represent the neighborhood, while another said multimedia would probably work 

best, although he was frequently frustrated by Web sites that did not properly support 

links or that made information difficult to find. 

Many students – regardless of the area of journalism they studied – provided a 

different response to the question about the medium that could best represent the 

neighborhood at the end of the semester compared with the beginning of the semester. 

This tendency indicates that students are open to learning multimedia journalism, which 

has the potential to increase their level of cultural competence. One print student said at 

the start of the semester: “Video often makes people uncomfortable. Candid photos and 

print allow people to talk more freely.” By the end of the semester, she wrote: 

“Multimedia enables us to show the people and their homes, as well as tell their story.” A 

broadcast journalism student said at the beginning that video was the medium best able to 

represent the neighborhoods because “It’s more visual.” By the end, he cited multimedia, 

commenting, “It is a mixture that can come from all angles.” 

The course’s professors, however, said that students may be embracing new forms 

of media in theory, but in practice they tend to continue to produce texts within their own 

area of study. The professors have started offering extra credit if students produce texts 

outside of their area of study. The professor’s remarks were confirmed through 

observations. While some students took on the challenge of learning new forms of media, 

such as magazine students learning to edit video, in many cases the students would not 

embrace new technologies, but stick with their specialty area. In particular, broadcast and 
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photojournalism students were not observed taking over the writing portion of producing 

texts; magazine and news editorial students were generally relied upon to write. 

It also was clear from the news texts that some student journalists did not use the 

potential of multimedia storytelling to support alternative storylines, reflect multiple 

perspectives, and provide additional context for their stories. Many student groups 

producing the multimedia news pieces provided essentially the same information in 

several different media formats. Despite unlimited space and the ability to link to outside 

data and resources, many student journalists did not make use of these opportunities to 

provide more information and context for their stories. For example, several student 

groups conducted on-camera interviews with news sources, then produced a video news 

package of the interviews along with a text article of the interview – both providing the 

same information. 

Thus, while multimedia news practices have the potential to provide more 

culturally competent news coverage, the potential can only be realized by encouraging 

the student reporters to provide additional context by using the strengths of each medium 

in multimedia news packages. Complex statistics and other data can be presented in 

charts or interactive graphics or in texts articles, while video and photographs best 

convey emotional and put-you-there content. Links can supply important supplemental 

information to news stories, while blogs can provide transparency into the reporting 

process.   
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Multimedia news coverage: Control over narrative / News sources speaking for 

themselves.  

Multimedia journalism increases the opportunity for news sources to speak for 

themselves, compared with traditional print news stories or one- to two-minute television 

news packages. In the course in this case study, the students were required to produce 

news pieces in which residents discussed a neighborhood issue in formats such as audio 

slideshows and video packages. Many of the news texts were longer than traditional 

broadcast news packages of one to two minutes. 

Having news sources speak for themselves contributes to more culturally 

competent news coverage in a number of ways. First, it loosens control over the narrative 

more in favor of the sources. Key to this approach is obtaining multiple perspectives so 

that audiences can hear various aspects and opinions on an issue. Allowing audiences to 

see and hear news sources’ ways of expressing themselves and see their community or 

the context of the interview contributes to culturally competent news coverage . In one 

case, the students turned over control of the news narrative completely to their news 

sources. The student group gave a disposable still camera to two 12-year-olds in an 

economically depressed area of Philadelphia, and the two took photographs of places in 

the neighborhood that had meaning for them. On the Web site, one can click on the 

photographs and hear a short commentary by the 12-year-olds about the significance of 

the places and people shown. One of the course’s professors said he would like to shift 

more control of the narrative to neighborhood residents by allowing them to produce their 

own news pieces about their neighborhoods. He proposed distributing cameras to 
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neighborhood residents, so “it’s not just the reporters (who) go out and collect the 

information and put it up in some form, whether it’s on the Web or whether it’s 

broadcasted or in a printed style.  I think we need a two-way conversation.” 

Yet, even though news sources are increasingly able to speak for themselves 

through multimedia storytelling, it was clear through observations of the students and in 

interviews that the student reporters in the end developed the narratives told in their news 

stories. This places power in the form of controlling of the narrative – what the story is – 

in the hands of the student journalists. The course’s policy as outlined by its instructors is 

that news sources cannot review or approve stories before they are posted on the Web 

site. Not allowing news sources to review news texts is an historical norm for 

professional journalists in an attempt to eliminate the potential for sources to censor 

unflattering content. Once sources agree to be interviewed, it is understood that their 

comments on are “on the record” and will in all likelihood be recorded and published by 

the journalist. In several cases during the course of this study, news sources asked to 

review news texts, but were refused based on this professional norm. Two students 

during interviews discussed situations in which they were asked by sources to review 

news copy and the students refused to show them the copy. 

A few of the students acknowledged the potential power related to deciding what 

a story “is,” presenting it, and putting it out to the public. Most of the students, however, 

said they felt that the power relationship between journalists and their sources also favors 

news sources. The students indicated a sense of helplessness in getting people to 

interview with them in the first place. One said his group continually struggled to get 
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people to talk with them. “I am trying to think back to how many people we asked to do 

an interview with us. I feel like 80% or probably higher just said ‘no’ and walked away.” 

Another student remarked: 

When it comes down to content, I am in control, but, man, I am at their 
mercy….  That is why I was freaking out that week… we were calling [the 
news source] every day and they were being nice each time, but they kept 
saying we’ll leave the [source] a message. And it was not going 
through…. That’s why you got to be so nice, and not fake, like be a 
genuine person and be nice. Treat people kindly because you know what, 
what you are doing, you are asking for favors. 
 
Thus, some student reporters felt that their sources were in the more powerful 

position regarding interviews. Yet, ultimately, the students produced the news texts and 

the news sources had no say in how the story narratives were constructed. The question 

of control over narrative, representation, and who is telling whose story is significant to 

the topic of cultural competence since the way in which someone’s story is represented 

relies on the competence of the storytellers. 

 Multimedia news coverage: “No” and “no cameras!”  

Students were often refused interviews by news sources they contacted and by 

residents they approached on the street. During one observation, a news source with 

whom the students had pre-arranged an interview failed to show for the interview two 

different times. The students said in interviews and on surveys that they believed their 

status as students who were not supported by a major news organization caused local 

residents not to take them seriously. One student said in an interview that he and his 

partner work hard to get interviews, but, in the end, “We are still - we are just students.”  

Another student talked about his frustration trying to produce his final project for the 
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course when he said, “I had the worst time getting a hold of any official people, any of 

the community groups that were involved. Nobody would talk to me about it, nobody 

would call me back, nobody would talk on camera about it.” One aspect of culturally 

competent news coverage is that it includes people speaking in their own voices and 

languages and in their own communities, thereby providing more context for news 

stories. If people do not want to appear on camera, the possibility for this context is 

reduced. 

The tendency of neighborhood residents to refuse to be on camera was quite high, 

according to the students and observations in the field. One student said he was “putting 

off” producing a video news piece until the final project “because I hate the camera. It is 

like you are pulling out a machine gun.  People act like that.” Other students cited 

people’s shyness as a reason why multimedia was the best way to represent the 

communities. One said: “Not everyone wants to be on camera! Photos and print are 

excellent ways to tell a story with people who are not comfortable talking on camera.”  

While multimedia storytelling allows flexibility regarding whether to interview someone 

on camera, important context – such as the person’s voice and their ability to control 

more of their own narrative – is lost when the person refuses to be interviewed on 

camera. Thus, skills such as negotiating with people to talk on camera need to be 

developed in an era when visual storytelling is on the rise. 

Multimedia news coverage: Increased interactivity. 

It is now possible for journalists, audiences, and news sources to more easily 

interact with one another via the Internet. Increased interactivity contributes to cultural 
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competence because it allows for missing or new cultural perspectives to be heard in 

relation to a news story. If misrepresentations or errors make their way into news 

coverage, news sources and audiences can publicly correct the problem. 

Many of the student journalists posted their email addresses with their news 

stories so that sources and audiences could respond to the reports or write to them about a 

local issue. Students also maintained blogs where audiences and sources could post 

comments. One news source, speaking for audiences, noted: 

I think we’re entering an age where people want it all. People want to be 
able to see, they want to be able to read it, they want to be able to link to 
it, they want to be able to easily access it. 
 
The source also noted, however, that there were many older people in his 

neighborhood who did not have Internet access, and added: 

It’s a matter of the journalist deciding on who their target audience is…. 
I’m not sure that senior citizens are at the point where they demand things 
on the Web…. It’s understanding your audience and how they want to 
hear the message that’s important. 
 
However, while the Web increases the potential for neighborhood residents, news 

audiences, and the student journalists to interact about a news story and local issues, this 

process is hindered by the fact that many neighborhood residents do not have Internet 

access. When interviewing residents and other news sources, I had to bring copies of the 

print news stories and a DVD with the students’ video packages because few had access 

to the Internet in their homes or work places. Some local organizations and businesses 

had Internet access, as did the political representatives who were interviewed as 

representatives on the neighborhoods. But overall, Internet access in the neighborhoods 

was quite limited. 
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Moreover, the students did not seem to realize that their stories would be available 

to the general public, which further decreased the potential for news sources and others to 

access the news stories. During observations in the field, students repeatedly told sources 

they wanted to interview “for a class” or “for a class project.” While some may have 

described their interview request in this way in order to get a positive response, others 

seemed to not understand that the ultimate story would very likely be available to anyone 

accessing the Web. One student described himself and his partner as “two Joe Schmos 

from Temple who are never going to be published.”  

Acknowledging that the stories would be published on the Web did not 

necessarily produce positive results. One student who told her news source that the news 

story would be posted on the Web was at first refused her pre-arranged interview. The 

source eventually granted the interview, but had the student agree to appear on camera 

with her so that both of their images would be part of the produced video. In this 

instance, the news source was able to exercise a degree of control over the interview. 

The significance of the lack of access to the Internet and limited control over 

news narrative is that local residents ultimately cannot benefit from or fully contribute to 

the news the students are producing about their neighborhoods. The potential for local 

residents to participate and comment on news coverage of their neighborhoods and to 

help create more culturally competent content cannot be realized. This reality raises the 

question: Who is the audience for the neighborhood stories? 
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Multimedia news coverage: Understanding the audience.  

The Internet allows those operating Web sites to analyze who is accessing their 

site, providing content producers with a way to better understand for whom they are 

producing. Knowing one’s audience can contribute to culturally competent news 

coverage because journalists can know if they are producing news stories for “insiders” 

or “outsiders,” or, in the more likely case that they are producing for both, they can tailor 

content for their audiences. 

An analysis of those accessing the urban reporting course’s Web site in early 

2009 shows that the site had 3,994 visitors who spent an average time of 1.47 minutes on 

the site, with a 61.39% bounce rate (the percentage of single-page visits, i.e., visits in 

which the person left the site from the entrance page) (Google Analytics, Feb. 11, 2009). 

The bounce rate is an indication of visitors who came to the site mistakenly, although not 

all of the visitors who leave the entrance page have arrived there in error. The visits 

overwhelmingly came from the United States (n=3,614). Most of the U.S. visitors were 

from Pennsylvania (n=2,013), about half of which (n=1,108) were from Philadelphia.3 It 

is not clear how many of the visitors were from the neighborhoods the students covered. 4 

Thus, new digital technologies allow the course instructors and administrators to 

monitor the users visiting the site and how they are accessing information from the site. 

This trend is a potential contributor of cultural competence since it would allow 

journalists to more specifically tailor their content to audiences. However, it still is not 

completely clear who the visitors are, i.e., their demographics, the reasons why they are 

coming to the site, whether they are obtaining the information they need. It also is not 
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clear whether neighborhood residents are accessing the site. In addition, it is known that 

many of the news sources and neighborhood residents lack access to the Internet, which 

means they are less likely to be the audience for new stories about their own 

neighborhoods. All of these trends represent a hindrance to cultural competence. 

Multimedia news coverage: Technical issues. 

Students frequently expressed difficulty in mastering the technical side of 

multimedia journalism, whether it was in uploading stories to the Web or dealing with 

equipment failures in the field. Technical problems hindered the cultural competence of 

the news coverage in a number of ways. The poor-quality audio and video footage, as 

well as technical problems in the field reduced the student journalists’ credibility and 

ability to build trust with their audiences and news sources. For example, during the time 

I was accompanying student groups into the neighborhoods, there were three cases of 

student groups who had conducted interviews, but failed to actually record the interviews 

on their camera or audio equipment. In one case, the students had to re-interview the 

news source to successfully capture the audio. While technical problems are not specific 

to multimedia, the shift of the industry into new technologies for many journalists means 

that the issues of technical skills and credibility based on the quality of the texts produced 

are salient. 

Time spent producing pieces that could have been spent in the field or reflecting 

on the coverage also was a hindrance to cultural competence. Students expressed a large 

degree of frustration in learning the various audio, video editing, or photo editing 

software and getting the software to be compatible with the university’s Web page design 

software. One magazine student said: “We spent like nine hours (on this)…. 
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Unfortunately it didn’t come out…. We put so much work into it and we can’t even use 

it.” Other students said they hadn’t really learned multimedia skills in the course because 

they continued to work in the technical area that they knew and did not take on the task of 

learning new technology. Learning new technology, they argued, was extremely daunting 

and time-consuming. Spending time on the technology rather than in the community or 

reflecting on the content of the news texts is a hindrance to cultural competence. 

Thus, while the new technologies that support multimedia journalism are a 

potential contributor to culturally competent news coverage, a lack of technical skills on 

the part of the student journalists resulted in them being a hindrance to culturally 

competent coverage. Fumbling with equipment in the field and poor-quality audio and 

video in news stories lowers the credibility to the student journalists. Moreover, the time 

the students spent learning the new equipment and software was potentially taken away 

from important pursuits such as visiting the neighborhoods or reflecting upon news 

content. 

Skills and Attributes That Influence Knowledge of the Other 

The final factor found in this study to contribute to or hinder the cultural 

competence of the student journalists involves skills and attributes that influence 

knowledge of the Other. There are specific skills and attributes that need to be developed 

in order to function in a more culturally competent way in the neighborhoods, according 

to the students, sources, and community representatives. In addition, some of these 

attributes and skills need to be emphasized in the case of the cultural competence of 

journalists. Other themes related to skills and attributes that influence knowledge of the 
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Other include spending time and having previous experience with culturally different 

“Others.”  

Ability to Function Appropriately and Effectively in the Neighborhoods’ Cultures 

One of the themes associated with knowledge of the Other involved attributes and 

skills to function appropriately and effectively in the neighborhoods. According to the 

student journalists, their news sources, neighborhood representatives, and observations, 

those attributes and skills include: being open-minded, friendly, having empathy and 

respect for residents, building trust, being adaptive, having confidence, and 

communicating effectively and appropriately with neighborhood residents.  

For example, in unprompted open-ended survey responses, 27 students mentioned 

that attributes and skills, such as being open-minded, respectful, friendly and willing to 

talk, helped them to represent the complexities of life in the neighborhoods. This finding 

was confirmed in comments from news sources and by observations in the field. The 

finding also supports the proposed operational definition in this study, as well as previous 

cultural competence research. As one news source suggested: “If you go out there with 

respect... respect yourself, respecting everybody else, you’ll find that… people will pour 

their heart out…. That’s what I would suggest. Go there honestly.” A student reporter 

commented: “Just being polite and not coming at people as if they’re a charity case or as 

if you know everything about what they do...  That has helped me a lot.”   

A lack of these skills and attributes was identified as a hindrance to cultural 

competence, and student reporters who did not demonstrate these attributes and skills had 

a more difficult time gaining cooperation from neighborhood residents. For example, in 
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an observation of a neighborhood cafe cited earlier, one student reporter demonstrated a 

lack of empathy when she tried to interview a waitress while the waitress was trying to 

serve customers. Rather than arranging a time to talk with the waitress when she was not 

busy, the student reporter interrupted her trips to the kitchen for food orders in order to 

get quotes for the story. The waitress became frustrated and, later, became generally 

uncooperative. A lack of empathy also was demonstrated by student reporters who were 

observed approaching residents solely for the purposes of an interview, without fully 

explaining themselves and their purposes and not engaging in friendly conversation.  

Again, those student reporters generally had difficulty obtaining interviews from the 

residents. 

Thus, not surprisingly, students who did not attempt to engage with local residents 

in an open, friendly, and respectful way had difficulty gaining interviews and producing 

culturally competent news coverage. A contributor to cultural competence requires 

interactions that reflect an appropriate and effective means of communicating. This 

would include demonstrating empathy and respect for the residents. 

Developing Attributes and Skills Specific to Knowledge of the Other and More Culturally 

Competent Journalists 

Some of the attributes and skills identified as influencing cultural competence 

needed to be more strongly emphasized in the case of journalists. These included: an 

ability to conduct thorough research on the neighborhoods and its cultures; and an ability 

to be persistent, leave one’s comfort zone, be motivated to seek diverse contacts, develop 

a comfort level in the neighborhood, build trust and have close interactions with 
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residents, and listen. Other attributes and skills were unique to journalists, including: an 

ability to represent neighborhoods and their cultures in news texts to reflect awareness, 

“macro” and “micro” knowledge, and cultural competence skills; omitting few or no 

perspectives in news texts; and understanding of power issues relative to journalists and 

their sources. 

Attributes and skills specific to journalists: Ability to conduct thorough research 

on the neighborhoods and its cultures. 

The ability to conduct thorough research on communities led the student reporters 

toward important “macro” and “micro” level knowledge of the neighborhoods that they 

were able to take with them into the field and include in their news texts. This type of 

research has been made faster and easier today due to digital technologies. The World 

Wide Web has offered the students a fast and efficient way to conduct particularly 

“macro” level research about the neighborhoods and their cultures. The accessibility of 

such “macro” data, even for small areas such as city neighborhoods, is a way that Web-

based journalistic practices contribute to the cultural competence of the journalists and 

their news coverage. Historical data, planning studies, neighborhood maps, Census 

statistics, crime data, and a host of other information about the neighborhoods are 

available through the Web. More than 40% of the students (41.2%, n=47) cited the 

Internet as their number one source of information about the neighborhoods at the 

beginning of the course. By the end of the semester, students cited “talking to residents” 

as the number one information source (55.8%, n=63), but Internet research still was cited 

as the second source of neighborhood information (28.3%, n=32). A chi-square test 
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showed there was statistical significance with students’ sources of information about the 

neighborhoods at the beginning of the semester (X22
(6) = 9.9, p<.007), as well as their 

sources of information at the end of the semester (X2
(2) = 32.9, p<.001). This indicates 

that the students used the Web for “macro” knowledge of the neighborhoods, but by the 

end of the semester they were gaining “micro” knowledge from the residents. Although, 

as one news source suggested, talking to residents also is an important information source 

for “macro” background knowledge. She said: “Talk to people before you begin writing 

the article....  We will stay on the phone as long as a reporter wants to give background, a 

background quote.”  

One student reporter said representing the complexities of life in a neighborhood 

can involve an approach to reporting where the journalist goes to the neighborhood first, 

observes what is happening there, then goes back to conduct research for a particular 

story. She said this was her group’s approach and she believed it was helpful in being 

able to represent life in the neighborhood that they covered. During an interview, she 

said: 

No, it’s not like I’m thinking, “Okay, let’s do a story on this. Let’s go to 
the neighborhood and see if we can find this to go with it.”  No, it’s the 
opposite.  It’s: “Go to the neighborhood and see what we can find, and 
then go home and research and see if there’s a story behind it.... We 
figured out this housing [story] after walking through the neighborhood 
and that’s what we noticed...  Yeah, all the stuff that we are covering I feel 
we’re getting from our personal experience walking through the 
neighborhood, seeing what it’s like and then seeing what kind of stories 
we can get from there. 
 
 One student group interviewing a local pastor impressed him with their 

knowledge of the community, since they had conducted a great deal of research 
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beforehand. In contrast, during another observation, the students had not done a great 

deal of research before entering the community. They had no prepared questions for 

interviews, thus their interviews with local residents involved very general questions. It 

was clear to the residents that the students did not have knowledge of the community, and 

the residents’ responses tended to be very general. This resulted in a lack of “macro” and 

“micro” knowledge in the students’ texts. Thus, being able and willing to conduct 

research on the community contributed to the cultural competence not only of the student 

reporters, but also their coverage.  

Attributes and skills specific to journalists: Other attributes and skills important 

for knowledge of the Other. 

Previous cultural competence research has identified attributes and skills that 

contribute to cultural competence that need to be further emphasized in the case of 

journalists. These attributes and skills include: being persistent, leaving one’s comfort 

zone, being motivated to seek diverse contacts, developing a comfort level in the 

neighborhood, building trust and having close interactions with residents, and listening. 

All of these skills are crucial for reporters to develop, particularly those reporters who are 

striving for more cultural competence. One student reporter said building trust was a 

natural part of the reporting process, and the reporter has to be respectful, interested, and 

willing to listen. He said: 

No matter who you work with in journalism, you find out that you do 
build some sort of understanding of each other. And through a 
conversation, so naturally there’s something gained, because people enjoy 
being interviewed and the fact that somebody wants to hear about what 
they are doing, or what they have to say, so they respect you for wanting 
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to know and you respect them for them, giving you the information, so 
you naturally build that relationship. 
 
In observations of students in the field, it was clear that students who were willing 

to leave their comfort zone and speak to as many people as possible gained a great deal of 

information about the neighborhood – more so than students who did not. During one 

visit with a group of three student reporters, one of whom spoke Spanish, the team went 

up and down a main thoroughfare in the neighborhood and asked every person for their 

opinion about an upcoming presidential primary. Their behavior demonstrated that they 

were willing to seek diverse contacts, they were not picking and choosing whom to speak 

to, and their resulting news piece included these diverse perspectives. 

Some student reporters were not able to develop skills and attributes that would 

have helped them to become more culturally competent, according to news sources and 

some of the students themselves. Those lapses in skills and attributes include an inability 

to listen, particularly without personal or societal “filters,” an unwillingness to question 

one’s own cultural perspectives and to leave one’s comfort zone, and a lack of motivation 

to research all aspects of a culture or seek contacts with diverse perspectives. One student 

said in relation to his ability to represent life the neighborhood in news texts: “Honestly, 

my greatest barrier is lack of motivation. I primarily want to get through the class and any 

interest I had in participating in journalism is gone…. All I need is a passing grade to 

graduate with honors.”  

Thus, the development of skills particularly important for news reporting 

contributes to the cultural competence of journalists because these skills provide for more 

effective and intensive interactions with news sources. Development and use of these 
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skills on the part of the student reporters ultimately allowed them to achieve the their 

goal: to produce news stories that reflected life in the neighborhoods.  

Developing a comfort level in the neighborhood.  

The design of the urban reporting course requires that the students leave their 

comfort zone because they are going into neighborhoods that are underserved by the 

mainstream media and that are often made up of residents multiple cultural perspectives 

that may be different from the students’. The course professors also began to force the 

students to leave their comfort zone by assigning students to cover certain neighborhoods 

rather than allowing them to select the communities they would like to cover. Even so, 

the students surveyed reported relatively high comfort levels in the neighborhoods they 

covered, particularly at the end of the semester. For example, when asked to rate their 

comfort level understanding problems from the neighborhood’s point of view, two-thirds 

of those responding (65.4%, n=102) said “comfortable” or “very comfortable” at the 

beginning of the semester, while three-quarters of those responding (76.8%, n=129) said 

“comfortable” or “very comfortable” at the end of the semester.  Asked to rate their 

comfort level in understanding the culture of the neighborhood in the beginning of the 

semester, about three-quarters of those responding (72.2%, n=114) said “neutral” or 

“comfortable.” Asked the same question at the end of the semester, the students’ reported 

comfort level went up: 78% of those responding (n=131) said they were “comfortable” or 

“very comfortable” understanding the culture of the neighborhood. Female students 

reported statistically significant higher levels of comfort in building relationships and 

understanding the culture of the neighborhoods compared with the male reporters. While 
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the changes in comfort levels from the beginning of the semester to the end are subtle, it 

is interesting to note how high the comfort levels are, even at the beginning of the 

semester, and to see that all of the variables related to comfort increased during the 

course of the semester. 

Observations of students showed that they developed a certain level of comfort in 

the neighborhoods, although some groups would stay within a certain area or rely on 

particular individuals or local organizations for story ideas. One group, whose 

neighborhood was divided between a wealthier section and a lower-income section, 

tended to stay in the wealthier area when conducting interviews. Other groups would 

gravitate toward retail districts in their neighborhoods since there were more people on 

the street with whom to conduct interviews. Yet other student groups were able to 

establish fairly close contact with residents, which was an important element in building 

trust with them.  

Attributes and skills specific to journalists: Building trust / Having close 

interactions with residents.   

One of the skills that is particularly important for journalists, according to 

interviews with news sources, local representatives, and the students, is building trust 

with sources. Building trust is related to seeking relatively close levels of involvement 

with neighborhood residents. At the beginning of the semester, slightly more than half of 

the students responding  (55.7%, n=88) said they felt they were able to build trust with 

their news sources (X2
(5) = 27.8, p<.001); by the end of the semester, the percentage had 

increased to three-quarters (77.3%, n=112, X2
(5) = 88.9, p<.001).  
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The students reported a wide range in their levels of interactions with 

neighborhood residents. While many students reported little interaction with residents, 

others said that they had had relatively close interactions with locals. One group of 

students reported drinking with neighborhood residents at local bars; another student said 

she treated sources like “friends,” calling them at home for interviews and forming 

relationships with them; others talked about interviewing people inside their homes, 

drinking iced tea on front porches, or riding in residents’ cars for tours of the 

neighborhood. By spending time with local residents and getting to know them, the 

students said, they believed they were building relationships and earning the trust they 

needed to learn about and produce stories on the communities. 

But the news sources themselves displayed mixed responses relative to the 

students’ ability to build such trust. In one interview, a news source said it was 

particularly difficult for any reporter to build trust in her neighborhood. “Here, and not to 

blame it on the reporters, I think it would be very hard for them to get in-depth 

interviews.  I really do.” When asked why reporters could not get in-depth interviews, she 

responded: “No trust. And how do you breach that?  I don’t know.” 

Observations of students in the field indicated that the students had developed a 

certain amount of trust with sources with whom they were in consistent contact. Some of 

those sources would direct them to other people to interview in the neighborhood for 

particular stories. Man-on-the-street interviews were often difficult for students because 

residents were able to identify them as people who were not from the community and, 

often, as reporters and they did not want to speak with them. 
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So the perceptions of the student reporters and their news sources about the 

students’ ability to build trust in the neighborhoods were not aligned. The students clearly 

believed they had been able to build trust with the news sources, thus it was not clear how 

well the students understood the sources’ perceptions on this issue. The students seemed 

to have developed a certain level of trust at least with some community members, but the 

level of depth of the trust was not clear. The issue seems to be one of degree. The issue of 

trust is crucial in terms of being able to gain access to “micro” level knowledge of the 

community and produce culturally competent news texts. 

Attributes and skills specific to journalists: The role of listening.  

Listening skills contribute to cultural competence and are particularly significant 

for journalists. The skill of listening also is linked to reporters’ ability to recognize and 

overcome their biases, since it involves not only hearing and accurately reporting what a 

person is saying, but also decoding the meaning behind the comment. In other words, to 

be able to contextualize someone’s perspective involves more than accurately reporting 

their words, but also understanding and translating the person’s intent and meaning. 

Three news sources and two of the four neighborhood representatives mentioned the 

importance of listening skills for reporters, while several other news sources implied that 

listening skills were important in discussing the importance of communication skills, 

accuracy, and building trust. Student journalists also raised the issue in open-ended 

survey responses and in interviews. One news source said: 

Communication is such a... a lot of people take it for granted. Just cause 
we know some words and we talk back and forth doesn’t mean that you’re 
always understanding the message that someone’s trying to give. It’s a real 
skill, and even if you have a reporter who’s excellent in it, you could be 
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interviewing someone who may not be getting the message that they want 
out... conveying it correctly in words. So that art of communication is very 
important. 
 
Another news source suggested “mandatory workshops on listening skills” for 

journalists. The same source told the story of one experience with a student journalist:  

She wasn’t listening to what I was saying. She just wanted to make sure 
she got all her questions answered. Okay, so I was answering her 
questions, but she wasn’t receiving them as answers, she was receiving 
them as responses. So she wasn’t looking at the worth of the information 
that I was giving to her. She was just noting that I said something when 
she asked me this. And she wasn’t even getting it right. 
 
Yet, another student reporter with whom the source had interviewed had listened 

well during the encounter. The source said: 

Well for my particular interview, she listened. She listened and she asked 
me questions for clarification. And where there were times where her 
understanding was a little askew in her reciting it back to me, I was able to 
straighten it out so that she would get it right. 

The skill of listening also involves the ability to decode what the person is not 

saying. During one trip into a neighborhood, two students were interviewing a local 

minister about neighborhood issues and the student noted that the pastor did not mention 

a problem with a private school that had not been accepting neighborhood residents as 

first promised. The student said: “I knew he wasn’t happy about the issue and I knew 

why. But he didn’t say anything. He wasn’t going to tell me.” 

Students in the field were observed to do a great deal of listening when 

interviewing residents. Of the 28 trips into neighborhoods with student groups, there was 

only one instance of a reporter who frequently interrupted people as they were talking. 

This particular reporter seemed to be in a hurry and seemed interested in obtaining 

particular sound bites for her story. Otherwise, the student reporters tended to listen 
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quietly, without interruption. It is possible that the researcher’s presence may have 

influenced the dynamic, although the behavior was so consistent that this possibility 

seems unlikely. 

Thus, while listening skills are vital for a reporter, they also are an important skill 

related to cultural competence and knowledge of the Other. Importantly, effective 

listening, or listening attentively, with an open-mind, and without preconceived notions 

about the individual, culture, or news story, contributes to culturally competent news 

coverage. The student journalists listened while in the field, although it is not clear 

whether they were engaged in effective listening. One strategy students can use is to feed 

back to sources what they have perceived them to be saying.  

Attributes and skills specific to journalists: Ability to represent neighborhoods in 

news texts. 

The student journalists were confident in their ability to represent the 

complexities of life in the neighborhoods in their news texts. In the survey, nearly two-

thirds (61.2%, n=96) said at the beginning of the semester they felt they were able to 

represent life in the communities in their texts. The percentage increased to more than 

three-quarters (77.7%, n=129) by the end of the semester. At the end of the semester, the 

students ranked factors that prevented them from representing life in the neighborhood; 

of those responding, nearly one-third (29%, n=34) said “nothing” prevented them from 

accurately reporting about their neighborhood.  

The reasons why the students said they were able to represent life in the 

neighborhoods reflected “macro” and “micro” knowledge, as well as skills associated 
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with cultural competence. For example, some students were able to include “macro” 

knowledge in their texts by including demographic or historical data in their news pieces 

or by having residents in their texts speaking in non-English languages. Some of these 

students and others reported developing “micro” knowledge about the complexities of the 

cultures in the communities by speaking to a wide variety of people and trying to tell 

their stories in news texts with as little interpretation as possible, or by going into the 

neighborhoods with few or no preconceptions, spending a lot of time there, and staying 

open-minded throughout the reporting process.  

At least 10 students mentioned in open-ended responses that obtaining multiple 

perspectives helped them to represent life in the neighborhoods in news texts. One news 

source verified the need for a wide range of perspectives, praising one student’s article on 

a local issue because it included the perspectives “across the span of community 

members... She did get just about every facet that I could think of.” One student wrote 

that working with her group helped in representing the complexities of life in the 

neighborhood: “We each utilized our individual strengths to represent the neighborhood.” 

Both students and sources mentioned that stories about the neighborhoods should be 

balanced – not only within stories, but among stories.  

Of the 11.4% of the students who said in the survey they either were not able to 

represent life in their neighborhood or could do so only in a “limited way,” the following 

factors were cited as barriers: language barriers, distrust of the media on the part of the 

residents; few compelling stories in the neighborhood; inability to talk to enough people 
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in the neighborhood to get multiple perspectives; an inability to negotiate their “outsider” 

status; and time constraints.  

The overall response from news sources reviewing students’ texts, meanwhile, 

was mixed or even negative regarding their ability to represent the neighborhood. Their 

comments varied among news sources reviewing the same texts, as well as those 

reviewing different texts. Sources uncovered inaccuracies or skewed coverage in the 

students’ news texts. Others said the students did not have enough time in the 

communities or time to produce the texts to properly represent life in the neighborhoods. 

Local symbols or places important to the residents, such as a local mural, were sometimes 

never mentioned, and storylines followed by the students were found to be similar to 

storylines pursued by the mainstream news media. As mentioned previously, in many 

cases important historical context was missing. One of the most frequent complaints from 

news sources and representatives involved perspectives that were not articulated in the 

news texts.  

Again, the perceptions of the student journalists and sources were in conflict. The 

students perceived that they were able to represent life in the neighborhoods, while the 

sources were more skeptical. The question again seems in part to be one of degree, and it 

is not clear whether the students have an understanding of the sources’ perceptions on 

this issue.  

Attributes and skills specific to journalists: Missing perspectives. 

A hindrance to cultural competence and a common complaint from news sources 

and neighborhood representatives regarding the student journalists’ texts involved 
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whether all perspectives of an issue in the community had been included. Nine of the 21 

news sources and neighborhood representatives explicitly expressed concern in 

interviews that important voices were left out of the students’ news texts. For example, 

one source said she was frustrated by a student’s news story concerning “cobblestone 

construction” (as it was termed in the article’s headline) in her neighborhood. The story 

focused on a construction project in which a major cobblestone-lined artery in a 

neighborhood was torn up so that aged piping and electrical infrastructure could be 

replaced. The source said she was frustrated because the story focused on the 

cobblestones rather than the intent of the construction, which was to update important 

infrastructure. The source also criticized the article for quoting “loudmouths and the 

squeaky wheels… who make the most noise… (and) who end up having everyone feel 

sorry for them.” The source added: “I think I’m the only person in the whole article who 

speaks for the residents.” While she noted that the student’s article is consistent with 

other media coverage of the issue, she said: 

The people who live on the [street] don’t necessarily get noticed. The 
other group that is never written about is… [a local church] and they have 
about 2,500 parishioners, so four or five hundred cars go in and out every 
Sunday and no one ever talks to them either. 
 
Missing perspectives in news stories result in narrow representations rather than 

more inclusive ones. In some cases, sources said, the missing perspectives were due to 

lack of preparation on the part of the student journalists; they did not conduct the 

necessary research about the neighborhood or a particular issue prior to coming into the 

neighborhood, then they grabbed the first person they could for an interview. This view 

was supported in observations of the student reporters; students often did not conduct 
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research or pre-arrange interviews, but simply walked into offices or local businesses to 

interview people about an issue in the neighborhood. While this strategy can sometimes 

bear fruitful interviews and insights, it is not an approach that is likely to move the 

journalists toward including a wide array of perspectives on an issue. 

The student journalists were not always aware that they were missing perspectives 

in their news stories. The student who produced the cobblestone story did not seem to 

know she was missing the perspectives of local residents. She said she believed she was 

representing the perspectives of the people most affected by the construction in her story. 

She did note that she had concentrated only on the construction project and business 

owners along the street where the construction was taking place. It hadn’t occurred to her 

to go beyond the construction area and further into the neighborhood to speak with other 

local retailers and residents. The student said: 

I think my stories definitely accurately portray [the neighborhood], but 
only in the nature of the story itself…. Like for the cobblestone [story] I 
did it on the construction, but I didn’t bring in anyone that wouldn’t really 
care about it.  I wasn’t going to store owners beyond [the street]. 
 
Yet, without talking to local residents, it would be difficult to know who is 

affected by the construction. Also, as was suggested earlier, speaking with local residents 

can be an excellent source of information not only for reactions to news events, but also 

for important background information. One neighborhood representative suggested that 

the student journalists spend non-deadline time in the neighborhood to get a better feel 

for the area; the course’s professors encourage students to do so as well. The 

neighborhood representative said: “That is the research that has to be done without a 

story. It is not a story-generated process.” 
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Spending Time 

Spending time in the neighborhood was cited by the students a critical factor in 

their ability to report on and represent life in the neighborhoods in news texts. The 

students mentioned 51 times unprompted in open-ended survey responses that spending 

time in the neighborhood was an important factor in being able to represent life in the 

community. The factor of time also was frequently mentioned in relation to the students’ 

knowledge of the neighborhoods, their comfort level there, and their ability to build trust 

and interact with sources. The students also said they found they needed to vary the time 

they went into a community to have exposure to new sources and different types of 

stories. One student wrote: “I need to know MORE from people. I need to see things over 

a course of time, not just in a ‘second.’” Another student wrote: 

So far I’ve felt that I’ve been able to get the story of my sources. It just 
takes time. Sit with someone. Have a drink. Talk. Don’t just rush up there 
asking questions with a microphone in their face. That’s how you build 
sources. I’ve found that this is no different in [the neighborhood] than in 
other areas where I’ve done stories. 
 
Another said:  

It’s quite likely that I’m paying too much heed to the differences, but 
nonetheless, it feels like a challenge to me to totally be able to present 
news from their point of view when I’m an outsider and haven’t ever spent 
much time there. 
 
In addition, the cognitive effort involved in challenging stereotypes requires 

reflection, which, in turn, requires time (Moskowitz, 2005, p. 512). One student, who 

otherwise seemed to reflect thoughtfully on her reporting in the mostly Latino community 

she was covering, told this story:  
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I think you have to be careful because you have to make sure you really 
understand what you’re saying…. Nobody said anything to me about it, 
but on my personal project I narrated and I said [the neighborhood] “is a 
section in Philadelphia known for its rich Puerto Rican community and its 
crime.”  And after I heard it I was like ooooooh, I can’t believe I said 
that!.... It sounded like I linked the two together and that’s not true at all! 
 
Yet, while spending time in a community and in reflection during story 

production is considered critical for cultural competence, time is exactly what many 

students said was their biggest problem. Time constraints due to regular deadlines 

confronting journalists offer little time for reflection. Time constraints for students in the 

course included demanding work schedules and classes, coordinating schedules with 

other group members, learning the new technology as part of the multimedia course, and 

fulfilling course assignments on deadline – all of which left little time to spend with 

residents or reflect on story ideas. In addition, the time frame for the course was only 15 

weeks, and the most frequently cited number of hours spent in the neighborhood by the 

end of the semester was between 16-20 hours, or approximately one to two hours a week 

during the semester. 

Previous Experience 

The study’s data revealed limited indications that student journalists who 

demonstrated several aspects of cultural competence, such as developing nuanced, 

“micro” knowledge about their neighborhood or having awareness of their own cultural 

perspective, also had previous experiences that prepared them for a successful cross-

cultural experience. Students who demonstrated aspects of cultural competence, such as 

an understanding of their own cultural perspectives and of nuances of the neighborhood 

and its cultures, for example, had had more years of study in a non-English language 
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compared with the rest of the students surveyed. They also had experienced interactions 

with people with cultural backgrounds different from their own. Travel outside of the 

United States and demographics, such as the setting in which one grew up, age, gender, 

or family income, did not seem to make a difference when comparing the students who 

demonstrated aspects of cultural competence versus the rest of the study sample.  

Another indication the emerged from the data that previous experience helped the 

student reporters become more culturally competent included comments by students in 

interviews that three to four years of living on an urban campus had given them some 

familiarity with urban life that they could take with them into the neighborhoods. Still 

others had had reporting experience through campus news organizations or professional 

internships, which they said helped them in producing news stories about the 

neighborhoods.  

Observations of students offered some evidence that the students who spoke 

another language, who were African-American, Latino, Asian or mixed race, or who had 

had international experience either through family or study abroad programs, 

demonstrated a higher degree of cultural competence as reporters. For example, student 

reporters who spoke a non-English language seemed more comfortable and confident in 

neighborhoods in which they knew the language, an they seemed to connect more quickly 

with local residents. Thus, while previous experience with culturally different “Others” 

seems to contribute to cultural competence, it is not clear is that a lack of such experience 

hinders the process of cultural competence. 
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Summary 

Knowledge of the Other is enhanced through contributors to the cultural 

competence of the student journalists, including providing “macro” and “micro” 

knowledge of individuals, cultures, and neighborhoods, as well as using new multimedia 

journalistic practices to provide additional context, accessibility, interactivity, and 

transparency. Power issues such as control over the narrative shift in the process of 

providing multimedia journalism. However, the inability of the student journalists to gain 

“macro” and “micro” knowledge of a community or culture, and to share that knowledge 

with their audiences thwarts the potential for more culturally competent news coverage. 

Multimedia journalism has the potential for more contextualized, culturally competent 

coverage, although the student journalists need to harness the power of multimedia 

storytelling by using the strength of each medium and by providing new information with 

each media format. Also, if audiences do not have access to the Internet, the opportunity 

for interactivity and transparency is limited and the potential of this contributor to 

cultural competence cannot be achieved. Moreover, the lack of technical skills on the part 

of the student reporters can harm their credibility as journalists and possibly dilute the 

power of their coverage. 

In addition, the cultural competence of the student journalists was influenced by 

skills and attributes that influence knowledge of the Other, including being able to 

function appropriately and effectively in the neighborhoods’ cultures, developing 

attributes and skills specific to knowledge of the Other and more culturally competent 

journalists, spending time, and having previous experience. Specific skills such as being 
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able to listen, leave one’s comfort zone, seek diverse contacts, and represent life in the 

neighborhoods in news texts were particularly important skills for the student journalists. 

Important issues related to cultural competence that the student journalists need to 

consider were raised in interviews with sources. They included the need to address 

inaccuracies and missing perspectives in news stories. The students, however, were not 

aware of the inaccuracies and missing perspectives. While increased interactivity after a 

story is published has the potential to close the reporters’ and audiences’ gaps in their 

knowledge of the Other, the sources and other local residents would need to have access 

to the Internet in order to review the stories and provide important feedback to the 

students. Potential interim strategies would include feeding back to sources at the time of 

the interview or contacting sources after the text is published and writing follow-up 

articles or corrections to address errors or missing perspectives. Students also must be 

more straightforward and aware that their stories are going to be available to mass 

audiences via the Web; this knowledge may make them more careful about the accuracy 

and completeness of their news content. 

Also importantly, the student journalists and their news sources seemed to have 

conflicting perceptions regarding the students’ ability to build trust and represent life in 

the neighborhoods. While the students often were cautious in their assessments about 

their abilities to build trust with sources and represent the neighborhoods in news texts, 

their comments overall seemed to be more optimistic than the sources’. News sources 

tended to express less confidence in the student reporters’ ability to build trust with 

residents and represent complexities of life in the neighborhoods. Their concerns about 
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the students’ abilities related to dimensions of cultural competence and included: the 

students’ ability to be aware of and to separate themselves from their own perceptions 

and biases and the stereotypes of others; their ability to listen; their ability to represent 

life in the neighborhood due to the limited amount of time they spent in the communities 

and in producing texts; the lack of historical context in news stories; and issues related to 

“insider/outsider” status such as the students’ ability to recognize issues and symbols 

important to local residents, such as a community mural or particular perspectives. The 

students, in their interviews, did not express awareness of these concerns raised by the 

sources. Again, increased feedback during interviews to make sure these issues are 

address and increased interactivity following the publication of the news stories could 

remedy some of these concerns. 

Many of the themes within the factors also related to knowledge of the Other feed 

back to the awareness of self discussed in the previous chapter. For example, as the 

student reporters gain “macro” knowledge of the neighborhoods, including structural 

issues that helped the communities to develop the way that they did, this knowledge can 

help the students to become more aware of their own position in relation to the 

neighborhood residents. As students interact with the residents and gain “micro” 

knowledge of the neighborhoods, their assessment of similarities and differences between 

them would increase the students’ self awareness. In addition, as students attempt to 

represent the neighborhoods in news texts, they may confront their own positions or 

biases relative to the neighborhoods, which could result in increased awareness. Further, 

as the student journalists explore power issues between reporters and their sources, this 
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would feed back into self awareness, including how the students choose to use power 

such as control over narrative. Thus, it is clear that cultural competence is not only a 

process, but one that is circular, with dimensions of the concept and their accompanying 

factors influencing one another in a continual way. 

A table outlining the factors and themes discussed in this chapter is located below. 

The next chapter will further explore the factors influencing cultural competence with a 

close examination of the reporting process and news texts produced by two student 

reporting groups covering the same neighborhood. 
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Table 3: Awareness, Knowledge, Skills and the Other 
 

KNOWLEDGE OF OTHER 
Contributors to Cultural Competence  

 

Understanding the cultures’ historical and 
political and socio-economic context 

Developing a “macro” knowledge of the 
neighborhood and its cultures  

 
Ability to communicate in local languages 

 

Recognizing nuances, contradictions, various 
perspectives 

Developing “micro” knowledge of the 
neighborhood and its cultures 

 
Grasping similarities and differences within the 

culture and among various cultures 
 

Historical and contextual information able to be 
provided; also more  available through Web 

research 

Using multimedia storytelling to its full potential 
to contribute to more culturally competent news 

coverage 

 
Students more open to multimedia journalism 

 
News sources have more opportunity to speak for 

themselves 
 

Increased interactivity for additional context, 
voices 

 
Understanding audience due to the availability of 

more direct information about site users 

Hindrances to Cultural Competence 
 

Understanding the cultures’ historical and 
political and socio-economic context 

Lack of  “macro” knowledge of the neighborhood 
and its cultures 

 
Inability to communicate in local languages 

 
Lack of “micro” knowledge of the 

neighborhood’s cultures
Inaccuracies  

  

 
Oversimplified categorization / stereotyping 

 
 
 

Little historical and contextual information 
provided 

Lack of understanding of multimedia news 
coverage on the part of the student 

journalists/Reduced context 

 
 

Control over narrative remains with the student 
journalists/News sources not entirely speaking for 

themselves 
 

Lack of Internet access for audiences and news 
sources/Reduces opportunity for increased 

interactivity and understanding of audiences 
 

Lack of technical skills on part of student 
journalists/Reduces credibility 
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Table 3: Awareness, Knowledge, Skills and the Other (continued) 
 

SKILLS AND ATTRIBUTES THAT INFLUENCE KNOWLEDGE OF THE OTHER 
Contributors to Cultural Competence 

 

Being open-minded, friendly, having empathy 
and respect for residents, being adaptive, having 
confidence, and communicating effectively and 

appropriately  

Ability to function appropriately and effectively 
in the neighborhoods’ cultures 

 
 

 Ability to conduct thorough research on the 
neighborhoods and its cultures 

Developing attributes and skills specific to 
knowledge of the Other and more culturally 

competent journalists 

 
Able to be persistent, leave one’s comfort zone, 
be motivated to seek diverse contacts, develop a 

comfort level in the neighborhood, build trust and 
have close interactions with residents, listen 

 
Ability to represent neighborhoods and their 
cultures in news texts to reflect awareness, 

“macro” and “micro” knowledge, and cultural 
competence skills 

 
Few or no perspectives omitted 

 
 
 

Spending time in the neighborhood 
Spending Time 

 
Spend time reflecting on news texts produced 

 
Vary the time reporters go into community to 

report to gain contact with different sources and 
stories 

 

Years of study in a non-English language  
Previous Experience 

 
Previous interactions with people with cultural 

perspectives different from their own 
 

In news reporting in internships and on campus 
newspapers 

 

Hindrances to Cultural Competence 
 

Unable to be open-minded, friendly, have 
empathy and respect for residents,  be adaptive, 
have confidence, and communicate effectively 

and appropriately 

Lacking specific attributes and skills in order to 
function appropriately and effectively in the 

neighborhoods’ cultures 

 

An inability to conduct thorough research on the 
neighborhoods and its cultures 

Inability to develop attributes and skills specific 
to knowledge of the Other and more culturally 

competent journalists 

 
 

Unable to be persistent, leave one’s comfort zone, 
be motivated to seek diverse contacts, develop a 

comfort level in the neighborhood, build trust and 
have close interactions with residents, listen 

 
An inability to represent neighborhoods 
and their cultures in news texts to reflect 

awareness, “macro” and “micro” knowledge, and 
other cultural competence skills 

 
Missing perspectives 

 
 

No having enough time to spend in neighborhood 
Time Constraints 

 
Having little or no time to reflect on texts 

 
 
 
 

Lack of previous experience in interactions with 
those who have cultural perspectives different 

from one’s own 

Previous Experience 

 
Lack of news reporting in internships and on 

campus newspapers 
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CHAPTER 7 

ON THE GROUND: A LOOK AT COVERAGE IN ONE NEIGHBORHOOD 

This chapter further explores the five key factors uncovered from the data and 

outlined in the previous two chapters. The purpose of this close examination is to explore 

more closely how the factors that contribute to or hinder the process of cultural 

competence operate in news texts and in reporting practices. The examination involves 

two groups of student reporters covering the same type of story – the sale, use, and abuse 

of illegal drugs – in the same city neighborhood. Each group was made up of three 

student journalists; one group covered the neighborhood during the Spring 2008 semester 

and the other covered it during the Summer 2008 semester. The findings in this chapter 

are based on in-depth interviews with the six student reporters and some of their news 

sources and neighborhood representatives, survey responses from the six students, 

participant observations, and a textual analysis of their news texts and blogs.  

The neighborhood the students covered is known as the home to the number one 

drug-selling corner in the city (Volk, 2007). The name of the neighborhood is being kept 

confidential in this study to protect the students’ and residents’ privacy. Because of the 

problems caused by and associated with the sale of illegal drugs, the neighborhood and 

its surrounding area have been dubbed by the local media as “the Badlands” (Jones, 

2001; Volk, 2007). Both local and national media have reported on the area, mostly about 

its high crime rate and drug trade. On Aug. 22, 1995, ABC News’s “Nightline” featured 

this section of the city in a piece titled, “The Badlands: Death of an American 

Neighborhood.” Nightline’s host, Ted Koppel, opened the program with: “My colleagues 
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and I have seen a lot of what drugs can do to a neighborhood and to the people who live 

there. We have never seen anything quite as bad as the section of North Philadelphia” 

Koppel added: “Almost everything about this part of town is cheap, sleazy, decaying, and 

sad” (Nightline, 1995).  

The sale of illegal drugs, particularly heroin and cocaine, has created a hub of 

economic activity in the neighborhood that cannot be matched anywhere else in the 

community. A local newspaper article quoted a university sociologist as saying that 

narcotics are the “major employer” in the neighborhood (Volk, 2007). Drug sales also 

have resulted in a myriad of associated social problems, including prostitution, gun 

violence and other crime, and a large flow of drug users into the neighborhood, some of 

whom enter and leave on a regular basis and others who stay and often are homeless. 

Numerous social service organizations have sprouted up alongside the neighborhood’s 

drug economy, including drug addiction recovery services and a city-sponsored needle 

exchange program designed to prevent the spread of HIV. 

The term “drug culture” was used widely during the 1960s in association with the 

widespread use of illegal drugs at that time (Hilgard, 1980, p. 11). The sale and use of 

illegal drugs in the neighborhood today also can be discussed as a culture. Health 

communication researchers Matthew Kreuter and Stephanie McClure (2004) note that 

“drug culture” can be associated with many accepted aspects of “culture” as defined by 

anthropologists, such as particular values and behaviors, although they also warn that use 

the term can be loosely applied as a label for socially marginalized groups (p. 2). Medical 

anthropologist Marcia Inhorn (2006) also used the term when citing a book about the 
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urban drug culture’s effect on the lives of women addicted to crack cocaine. The sale and 

use of drugs in the neighborhood also can be considered in a way similar to the 

conceptualization of “inner-city street culture” by anthropologist Philippe Bourgois, who 

conducted an ethnography of the drug trade and street culture in East Harlem (Bourgois, 

1996/2003). Bourgois defines street culture as: “a complex and conflictual web of beliefs, 

symbols, modes of interaction, values, and ideologies that have emerged in opposition to 

exclusion from mainstream society” (p. 8).  

I am arguing that the sale and use of drugs in the neighborhood examined in this 

study represents a “culture” according to the way that culture is conceptualized in this 

study, using Geertz’s definition of culture, which involves “webs of significance,” as well 

as Rosaldo’s conceptualization of culture as the way in which people “make sense of 

their lives.” The sale and use of drugs in the neighborhood represents a “web” of actors, 

rules, values, behaviors, vocabulary, and, as Bourgois states, modes of interaction. 

Individuals, all of whom have multiple identities, are located in different parts of this web 

and they include drug dealers on the corners, their bosses, uniformed and undercover 

police, police informers, addicts, families of addicts, social service providers, 

neighborhood residents, people who work in the neighborhood, and, for a time during the 

Spring and Summer of 2008, the two groups of student reporters and me. One of the 

community organizers who provides tours of drug areas in the neighborhood referred to 

drug use and sales there as a “culture.” While discussing the dealers who approach cars 

for drug sales as they drive through the neighborhood, the organizer said: “That is 

culture, in a business sense. It’s no different than McDonalds, like driving through, like 
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cars are coming. And I know what to do.” Also important to note is that the “drug 

culture” is one of many cultures in the neighborhood; others include: a culture of 

relatively new Vietnamese residents, the neighborhood’s business culture, established 

white, African-American and Latino residents, and a culture of young artists that recently 

have been moving into the area. 

Bourgois writes that the web of street culture is made up of socially marginalized 

groups that resist racism and their economic degradation. Yet, because the material base 

for contemporary street culture involves illegal drugs sales and drug abuse, as well as 

other illegal enterprises, its participants ultimately become embroiled in the destruction of 

one another and the community that surrounds them (pp. 8-9). Bourgois writes: 

“Although street culture emerges out of a personal search for dignity and a rejection of 

racism and subjugation, it ultimately becomes an active agent in personal degradation and 

community ruin” (p. 9). Goode and Schneider (1994, pp. 17-19), two local 

anthropologists who conducted an ethnography in the neighborhood and two other 

neighborhoods nearby, noted in their research that structural racism models would point 

to citywide and nationwide economic and political structures as also contributing to the 

neighborhood’s deterioration. 

Degradation has become one of the major characteristics of the neighborhood 

today. The neighborhood is mostly residential, although there are many vacant lots and a 

good deal of the housing and building stock is vacant or in dilapidated condition. Some of 

the main retail avenues are covered by the city’s urban rail system; the tracks run above 

the avenues, blocking the sun and creating a loud stream of noise as the trains travel 
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overhead. It is below the rail line at one intersection in the neighborhood where the city’s 

busiest drug corner reportedly is located. On an outing with a student group in April 

2008, the students and I approached the intersection with two local community organizers 

who were taking us on a “drug tour” of the neighborhood. As we walked toward the 

corner, one man approached us, holding up a digital still camera and asking if we wanted 

to buy it; an older man selling syringes warned us not to bring the video camera near the 

corner; as we watched, drugs, needles, and money were being quickly exchanged. 

Pedestrians walked by. Police cars passed. Trains ran overhead. It was 11 a.m. on a 

warm, sunny, spring day.  

What follows is an analysis of how the student reporters in the two groups being 

examined covered the neighborhood’s drug culture in their news texts, as well as how 

they functioned as reporters in the field. The students’ coverage and reporting process are 

analyzed in relation to the factors associated with cultural competence identified in the 

previous chapter. The examination attempts to move toward what Geertz (1973) termed a 

more contextualized or “thick description” of cultural competence and news coverage in 

one particular community. The analysis uses ethnographic methods – although it is 

important to note that the study is not an ethnography, which would require much more 

time and study in the neighborhood. A brief description of the neighborhood first will be 

provided, followed by the analyses of the students’ reporting in and news coverage of the 

community. 
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Neighborhood Background 

The neighborhood, located along the city’s waterfront, started out in the 

seventeenth century as a ship- and boat-building district and later became a center for 

iron, steel and steam-machinery manufacturing (Independence Hall Association, 2009). 

The neighborhood became an active part of the city’s and nation’s wave of 

industrialization in the nineteenth century, with British workers, later added to by Irish 

and German immigrants, laboring in local factories. One of the biggest local employers 

became Stetson Hats; it once employed 5,000 people (Goode & Schneider, 1994, p. 34). 

Another major industry was textiles, including garment factories, carpet mills, and 

hosiery factories (Seder, 1982, pp. 2-12). McNeil Laboratories, known as the creators of 

Tylenol, got its start in the neighborhood in the late 19th Century. 

Manufacturing in the entire northeastern United States began to wane in the early 

20th century, and by the time new ethnic groups, such as African-Americans and Latinos, 

were moving into the neighborhood, deindustrialization was taking place (Goode & 

Schneider, 1994, pp. 34-35). By the mid-twentieth century, jobs and residents began 

shifting out of cities and into surrounding suburbs. The city of Philadelphia lost more 

than 20% of its jobs and nearly 22% resident workers from 1960-1980 (Hughes & 

Madden, 1987, p. 24). Stetson Hats closed its doors in the late 1960s. By the 1990s, 75% 

of the city’s work force was engaged in non-manufacturing activities in the service sector 

(Goode & Schneider, 1994, p. 35).  

For the neighborhood, deindustrialization has taken a huge toll. Today the 

community is plagued by aging, empty factories; nearly a quarter of the neighborhood’s 
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properties (24.68%) are vacant – more than twice the city average of 10.51% 

(Neighborhood Information System [NIS], 2009c). One 20-year resident of the 

neighborhood to the community’s many vacant buildings as “abandominiums,” and said: 

“There are a lot of landlords here that don’t pay their taxes. They just let their buildings 

rot, so our people will crawl in them with blankets and lay near what was a window, so 

the sun will blow in. And they live there without water or heat.” The neighborhood had 

an estimated unemployment rate of 18.4%, in 2007, compared with 12.7% citywide 

(Community Learning Center [CLC], 2008). The median household income in 2000 was 

$25,109, versus $30,746 citywide (NIS, 2009c). As jobs and incomes have left the area, 

the drug trade has moved in. According to local drug enforcement officials (interview, 

2004),5 the city has some of the purest heroin in the country, which is smuggled in 

through its ports. Much of the heroin is sold on the streets of the neighborhood. With 

high-priced drugs being sold on the streets, violence has followed. From 2002 to 2006, 

the reported number of gunshot victims ages 7 to 24 in the neighborhood rose by 84%. In 

2006, there were 254 juvenile drug arrests in the neighborhood’s zip code – more than in 

any other city zip code (Community Learning Center, 2008).  

In 2000, the neighborhood’s population was estimated at about 15,000 (NIS, 

2009c). Ethnically, the neighborhood is 80% white, 11.5% Hispanic, 6.6% Asian, and 4% 

African-American (NIS, 2009c). The neighborhood is segregated according to ethnicity. 

Much of the neighborhood’s white population lives in the eastern side of the 

neighborhood, while very poor African-Americans, Puerto Ricans, and whites live 
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together in the western boundary of the neighborhood (Goode & Schneider, 1994, p. 

125). 

Despite well-documented problems with crime and poverty in the neighborhood, 

there are positive signs. Robberies went down significantly from 2005 to 2006, and 

median residential sales prices in the community increased dramatically from 2003 to 

2007 (NIS, 2009c). It is not clear, however, what the effect of the recent national 

economic downturn will have on the neighborhood. 

The following section includes a textual analysis of two multimedia news pieces, 

one produced by each student group during the semesters they were reporting in the 

neighborhood. The student groups and their texts were selected for analysis for three 

main reasons: they reported in the same neighborhood at about the same time; they both 

reported on the drug culture in the neighborhood; and the students indicated in interviews 

very different experiences in relation to reporting in the neighborhood. In addition, a 

student in one group grew up in and still lived in the neighborhood, which potentially 

categorized her as an “insider.” The two groups offer a comparison with which to explore 

the factors related to cultural competence in news texts and in the reporting process.  

In the previous chapter, I used the study’s proposed conceptual and operational 

definitions of cultural competence as a framework with which to answer the three 

research questions. I will use the proposed conceptual and operational definition in this 

in-depth analysis as well. Regarding the research questions in the study, the first question 

addressed influences on cultural competence in relation to journalists, while the latter two 

questions dealt with the cultural competence of news coverage. I wanted to look 
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specifically at the contributors and hindrances of cultural competence in news coverage 

because I wondered if there might be institutional influences that aid or prevent more 

culturally competent news coverage. As it turned out, in the case of the undergraduate 

urban reporting class, potential institutional factors such as story selection and editing do 

not occur at the same level as a professional newsroom. There are some institutional 

influences, such as time constraints and assigned neighborhoods and stories, but, overall, 

potential institutional factors are muted. For example, while the course’s professors guide 

the students regarding stronger story ideas versus others, they generally do not eliminate 

story ideas, drastically change and edit text, or require the same norms related to 

“newsworthiness” as professional newsrooms. The course is, in fact, designed as a “lab” 

in order to help students master multimedia skills and community reporting skills. Thus, 

for this case study, it is appropriate to use the same cultural competence criteria to assess 

the student journalists and their news coverage, because the students are more closely 

aligned with their texts. Additional research in a professional newsroom, possibly with a 

set of cultural competence criteria specific to institutions, such as hiring and promotional 

practices, would be needed to fully explore institutional constraints. 

The textual analysis below involves a close reading of the texts, including the 

students’ news stories and blogs, to look for evidence of the five key factors that 

contribute to or hinder cultural competence outlined in the previous chapters. The 

analysis also includes data from observations in the field, as well as comments about the 

reporting process and news stories made in interviews by the students, their news sources 

and neighborhood representatives.  
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Cultural Competence and the Student Journalists’ News Texts 

In order to report the results of the analysis, the student reporters are being given 

pseudonyms to protect their identities. The first group to be examined is the Summer 

2008 student group. This group worked in the neighborhood during a six-week summer 

session at the university during May and June 2008. This group consisted of three 

students who were 22-23 years of age. One student was an African-American woman, 

who will be called “Sharon,” and the others were two men, one white man, who will be 

called “George,” and one mixed-race of Irish and Puerto Rican descent, who will be 

called “Ryan.” All said they had grown up in middle-class, suburban areas of 30,000 

people or less, with residential populations that were somewhat ethnically diverse; all had 

grown up approximately within a 75-mile radius of the city in which the university was 

located. This multimedia reporting class was the last class before graduation for Sharon 

and Ryan; George had a few more courses to complete and was planning to graduate later 

in the year. Sharon was majoring in the broadcast journalism sequence; Ryan was in the 

magazine sequence, and George was in the news-editorial sequence. None said they were 

planning to pursue careers as reporters after graduation. Sharon said she was interested in 

becoming a news director in a television news department, while the other two students 

were planning to pursue careers outside of journalism.  

Summer 2008 Group: “The Corner That Cares” 

The Summer 2008 group produced several multimedia pieces as assigned during 

the semester. The text that will be analyzed in this section was part of the students’ final 

project for the course, which involved a series of stories about local services provided in 
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the community. This analysis focuses on two stories that were part of a multimedia 

package about local services for drug-addicted people. The multimedia piece was titled, 

“The Neighborhood Corner That Cares.” One text featured a 5:47 video called, “The 

Saving Corner,” about three social service organizations located around one corner of the 

neighborhood. One of the organizations provides Christian-based ministry for addicts by 

a local pastor who is a former drug addict; another is a food kitchen run by a local 

Catholic organization; and the third is a 12-Step recovery house, which runs programs for 

addicted people and provides apartments for homeless addicted people. The students’ 

video features interviews with the pastor at the service agency, the priest who directs the 

food kitchen, and workers and addicts at the recovery house, including recovering drug 

addicts who now live or work there. Accompanying the video is a written, print-style 

article headlined, “The Last Stop is Always the Hardest,” about the 12-Step recovery 

house and the apartments it provides. The article describes the recovery clubhouse and 

the apartment building, and includes quotes from some of the former addicts who have 

received services. Most of those same quotes also were featured in the video.  

The recovery house and the stories of former addicts are part of the “web” of the 

neighborhood’s drug culture. An analysis of the news pieces revealed several factors that 

demonstrated a level of cultural competence achieved by the student journalists. The 

group’s news texts revealed a level of understanding of little known, nuanced, “micro” 

aspects of the neighborhood. For example, in “The Saving Corner” video package, 

multiple voices and perspectives of recovering addicts were heard, revealing their 

struggles with addiction and the help they had received in the recovery house. The 
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reporters also were covering an issue of significance in the neighborhood, which also 

indicates a “micro” level of knowledge of the community. Thus, a degree of cultural 

competence through knowledge of the other was achieved for the student reporters and, 

potentially, their audiences. 

Another indication of knowledge of the Other in the group’s news texts was that 

the student reporters were able to represent some of the complexities of life in the “web” 

of the drug culture, according to news sources and neighborhood representatives. One 

news source said the video in particular represented the reality of life for an addict, and 

he noted that audiences “need to hear about both sides. They need to see the struggle 

everybody came out of and where they are at now, versus where they were before....  It 

gave it a good point of view of reality.” One reason the student reporters were able to 

provide a representative account was because they featured recovering drug addicts 

telling their own stories. The students extensively used the former addicts’ own voices, 

particularly in the video, and they allowed the sources to speak for extended periods of 

time without interruption. During the interviews, the camera shot held on people’s faces 

for extended periods of time, with few edits. The news stories also demonstrated empathy 

and respect for the recovering addicts, both of which are skills and attributes associated 

with cultural competence. In addition, even though the stories addressed common 

storylines from the neighborhood – drugs in the “Badlands” – the student reporters 

produced alternative storylines by focusing on solutions to the problem: services for 

addicts and other people in need. 
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The nature of multimedia storytelling is highly contextual. Photographs, audio 

packages, and videos used in multimedia storytelling take the audience to a particular 

location and they allow people to tell their stories in their own words. Having people 

speaking in their own voices – rather than solely mediated through a reporter’s notes and 

texts – not only shifts some of the control of the narrative in the residents’ direction, it 

allows the audience to come to know local residents. But while the student reporters in 

the Summer 2008 group interviewed a number of people and featured them speaking in 

their own voices and within their own context, they did not harness the full contextual 

potential of multimedia storytelling. The written article that was located below the video 

on the students’ Web page used the same interviews and same information as “The 

Saving Corner” video. The audience was provided with no new information about the 

recovery house and addicts’ lives. Also, there were technical problems revealed in shaky 

camera shots and quick cuts in the video; one interview was conducted in an environment 

so noisy that the speaker could not be heard. Thus, technical issues lowered the 

credibility of both the reporters and the piece. The technical problems and misuse of 

multimedia were hindrance to the cultural competence of the texts. 

Another hindrance to the cultural competence of the students’ texts was the 

limited amount of time they had to research and produce the pieces. The students were 

taking the course during an accelerated six-week summer course, versus the typical 15-

week course offered during the rest of the school year, so they had less time to produce 

pieces than had the students taking the course during the Fall or Spring semesters.  
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Another hindrance to cultural competence indicated in the students’ texts was 

evidence of a reporter’s perspectives clearly coming through in the written article about 

the recovery house. For example, the article describes the black-colored door of the 

apartment building for homeless addicts as looking “like it could lead to another 

dimension.” It is not clear what dimension the reporter was referring to, but it is clear that 

the representation reflects the reporter’s perspective and would not necessarily be shared 

by others. A more culturally competent approach to reporting would be for the reporter to 

set aside his perceptions and find out about the meaning of the black door for the 

individuals who live in the building, as well as local residents who live nearby. The 

reporter also wrote in the texts that after entering the apartment building, “it is easy to see 

that what its residents call an apartment looks more like a jail.” Again, the residents refer 

to the place as an “apartment,” yet the reporter writes that it is “more like a jail” – another 

reference to the way the reporter makes sense of the world, rather than the individuals he 

is writing about. The text goes on to state that life in the building is “almost like living in 

primitive times… in the sense that entertainment and technology are non-existent.” Once 

again, the reporter’s way of making sense of the world – that life without entertainment 

or technology is “primitive” – could be viewed differently by those who have other 

perspectives. In this case, aspects of cultural competence such as self awareness and 

knowledge of the other did not appear evident. 

In addition, in the video package, multiple and potentially alternative perspectives 

in relation to some of the drug services were missing, according to the news sources. One 

news source said he wished the student reporters had talked with people who go to the 
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food kitchen to “help people understand that people don’t really choose to live here. A lot 

of middle-class people think that they just don’t want to get a job and they are lazy.” 

Thus, while the multiple perspectives were provided regarding recovering addicts at the 

12-Step recovery house, the perspectives of other local people who need services featured 

in the video were not provided. Other factors that indicated a lack of cultural competence 

of the part of the student journalists were revealed in an analysis of the video, including 

that little “macro” information provided within the texts. One way the students could 

have provided more context for the pieces on drug addiction recovery would have been to 

dig deeper into the “whys” of addiction, according to one news source:  

They only view their present condition and the present condition that they 
are in.  I don’t think they dig enough to try to ask the questions of why. I 
think if they ask that question, they will find out why, you know, sexual 
abuse has driven some of these girls to, not just to their addiction, but also 
to the prostitution, to support it and to numb their pain. 
 
Other examples that demonstrated little “macro” knowledge of the community in 

the video piece included inaccuracies, such as misspelled names, inaccurate job titles, and 

references to the Narcotics Anonymous and Alcoholics Anonymous clubhouse as the “N-

AAA,” rather than the correct “NA-AA.” Some news sources complained that little 

historical perspective was provided about the reasons behind the economic deterioration 

of the neighborhood. One news source said about the video: 

It might have been good in the beginning if they had some sort of 
explanation… In the 60’s when the industries moved down south for 
labor, then the value of the properties went down, and then it became 
abandoned and all the people who fell through the cracks, all came here to 
live and it created this neighborhood….  It’s not just [neighborhood] 
people are born and bred here. It’s all the people come here from all the 
pockets of addiction, because a homeless person can’t live in [a nearby] 
county.  They can’t live under people’s garages, so they come here in. 
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Some “macro” information indicating knowledge of the Other was included in 

one of the students’ blogs. One of Ryan’s course-related blog postings provided some 

neighborhood history about manufacturing jobs leaving the neighborhood, paving the 

way for the drug trade, but this information was not included in the video package or the 

text article. The blog post stated that the loss of manufacturing jobs in the neighborhood 

left a “void of business (and) created a hub for drugs, especially heroin.” Inclusion of this 

important contextual information would have made for a more culturally competent “The 

Corner That Cares” text.  

As Hall (1997) noted, meaning in texts is based on the symbolic function of the 

word, photo or electronic transmission; this tells us what the text stands for. “The Corner 

That Cares” multimedia text features the food kitchen and services for drug addicts, and 

includes interviews with addicts who talk of their struggles with drugs. The main 

message seems to be: These people need help. While this representation of the culture is a 

compassionate one, this representation – coupled with some of the language used in the 

text article about the apartment building seeming “primitive,” within “another 

dimension,” and like a “jail” – also is a limited one and indicates “exoticizing” of the 

recovered addicts, as well as a view from an “outsider’s” perspective. The perspectives 

evident in the texts indicate that the reporters were not able to negotiate their “outsider” 

status in the community and gain knowledge of the Other; the reporters remained on the 

fringes of the “web.” 
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Spring 2008 Group: “War on Drugs” 

This section analyzes a multimedia piece about drug addiction and sales in the 

neighborhood produced by the second student group working in the neighborhood. This 

student group was made up of three female journalism majors, all 21-22 years of age. In 

this case, one of the students (to be called “Maya”) grew up in the neighborhood and still 

lived there at the time she was reporting on it. She was majoring in the broadcast 

journalism sequence and the other two were in the magazine sequence. All were 

graduating at the end of the semester; two of the three said they were planning to pursue 

careers in their area of study. Maya and another student, to be called “Susan,” were of 

Asian descent, and one, to be called “Joanne,” was white. Susan, who was of Korean 

descent and had been adopted by a white family, grew up in an upper-middle-class 

suburban county that was contiguous with Philadelphia. Joanne grew up in a middle-

class, suburban community about 95 miles away from the university. Maya, who was of 

Vietnamese descent, had lived in the neighborhood since the age of three. In contrast to 

the previous group, which covered the neighborhood during the condensed six-week 

summer period, the students in this group were working in the neighborhood during a 

typical 15-week semester. 

The group’s text analyzed in this study also involved a multimedia package made 

for the students’ final project focusing on drug addiction and sales in the neighborhood. 

Like the text produced by the other student group, elements of the multimedia piece 

represented aspects of the web of the local drug culture. The multimedia piece featured: a 

photo gallery with captions that led viewers through different drug-related aspects of the 
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neighborhood, such as the railroad tracks where addicts shoot up and garbage cans that 

act as stashes for drugs; a written article providing the economic history of the 

neighborhood and discussing how drug sales have become the new economy; and a series 

of two- to three-minute videos, including one set of a “drug tour” of the neighborhood, 

another set that featured “Voices” links of interviews with local people in various stages 

of addiction, a video news package about a needle exchange program in the area, and a 

video of a local community activist rapping about the local drug problems. Other links 

included blog postings in which the students wrote about their experiences reporting on 

the story, contact information for the sources, and email addresses for the reporters. 

Several factors that contribute to cultural competence emerged from a textual 

analysis of the group’s texts. Some of the same indicators of cultural competence 

uncovered in the previous group’s stories also were demonstrated here, including that the 

texts reflected “micro” knowledge of the neighborhood by providing nuance and multiple 

perspectives and by addressing an issue that was important to local residents. In addition, 

as with the previous group, news sources interviewed about the text said the drug piece 

represented the complexities of the drug culture in the neighborhood.  

The Spring 2008 group also demonstrated several factors that contribute to 

culturally competent news coverage that were not reflected in the previous group’s 

stories. For example, a great deal more knowledge of the other was provided in the form 

of context, including “micro” level information, such as the needle exchange program – a 

specific aspect of the neighborhood’s drug web of concern to local residents – as well as 

“macro” level information, such as structural issues and the economic history and 
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development of the neighborhood. Elements in the group’s multimedia text, including the 

photo and video drug “tour” of the neighborhood, emotional interviews with current and 

recovering drug addicts, and the article outlining the historical background and 

information about the socio-political development of the neighborhood, provided other 

“micro” and “macro” context needed to help audiences understand the extent of the drug 

problem in the neighborhood and its effect on local residents.  

The “War on Drugs” story indicated several other factors that contribute to 

cultural competence. For example, few perspectives were missing and alternative 

storylines were offered. The drug story also included the voices of current and former 

drug addicts, as well the director of the needle exchange program and locals who oppose 

the program because they say it litters area parks with needles and attracts addicts. The 

students said in interviews that they tried to find a prostitute to interview, but didn’t find 

one. Some of the perspectives missing include those of the dealers on the corner, police 

who work in the neighborhood, and families of crime victims and addicts. However, the 

Spring 2008 coverage contrasts with the previous group’s drug services story, which did 

not include the perspectives of active addicts, of residents who oppose services for 

addicts in the community, or of others affected by the web of the drug culture in the 

community. In my follow-up interviews with the previous group’s news sources, 

opposition to services for addicts was raised, thus it is likely that the perspective also was 

available to the student reporters.  

In addition, the students in the Spring 2008 group developed attributes and skills 

specific to knowledge of the Other and toward more cultural competence by clearly 
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moving out of their comfort zone to report on the story. While the previous student group 

went to local organizations providing services for addicts, the students in this group went 

to drug corners, underneath railroad bridges where addicts shoot up heroin, to parks 

littered with needles, and to local businesses affected by the discarded needles. 

One of the community organizers who acted as a guide on the “drug tour” said he 

has provided drug tours for other journalists, including professional journalists, and took 

note that this student group went beyond the tour and found active and recovering addicts 

to interview. He said:  

The stuff they did without us, interviewing the other people, that stuff was 
impressive to me because that’s really not easy to get…. It still takes a lot 
of courage to go and approach them and try to get them to open up like 
that. They don’t know… how they’re going to be perceived and there’s a 
very delicate thing about being a specimen. Nobody wants to be looked at 
like you’re coming down here to look at me ’cause I’m a freak. You know, 
like, no one likes that feeling, so you have to cross that barrier and make 
them feel like, you know, it’s all right. 
 
The group went beyond their primary sources in other ways in order to provide 

information to their audiences. While the two community organizers provided a “macro” 

perspective by discussing the economic decline of the neighborhood, the students’ written 

article in the multimedia piece included additional census data providing the latest 

employment and economic statistics on the neighborhood.  

The “War on Drugs” story was one of the few produced by student reporters 

during the time of this study that included such “macro” level historical and socio-

political development of a neighborhood. In addition, structural issues, in the form of 

economic and political deprivation in the urban neighborhoods relative to the suburban 

communities in which some of the students were raised, provided a back-drop to all of 
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the interactions and experiences the students had during the time of the study, but in the 

case of the Spring 2008 group, the roots of these issues were explored in news texts. The 

inclusion of structural issues occurred mostly due to discussions initiated by news sources 

about how the drug trade has become the local economy in the neighborhood. Inclusion 

of this information provided important context to explain the roots of the drug trade in the 

neighborhood. The news sources also questioned the original source of the heroin, crack 

cocaine, and other drugs that make their way into the neighborhood and why local 

authorities were not doing anything to stop the flow, and the students included these 

comments in their texts. “Micro” knowledge also was evident in the students’ drug 

stories, where the texts were multi-vocal and interviewees were placed within their 

context: on the street, along a particular side-street that is falling into hands of drug 

dealers, at the drug corners, and in parks where used needles litter the grass. The 

interviews with addicts and local residents were often emotional and were shot in close-

ups, drawing in the audience and almost making them a part of the story. 

In addition, the blogs for the Spring 2008 reporters indicated awareness of self, a 

willingness to challenge or even change their own perspectives, and a willingness to 

remain open to the perspectives of community members. One blog described a student’s 

visit to a local Narcotics Anonymous meeting to learn more about addiction; another 

wrote that she came to realize the sale of drugs “wasn’t a business that only affects 

certain people. People of all ages and races were on that corner trying to make money to 

survive.” The students’ blogs also were open about the students’ experiences during the 

reporting process; the blogs revealed the students’ position and expressed a great deal of 
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compassion the students felt toward the addicts and the people in the neighborhood. 

Maya wrote in her blog two times that she wanted to cry over the drug addicts’ stories, 

while Joanne wrote that the drug tour was “one of the most eye-opening experiences I’ve 

had” in the city, later adding that she left the drug tour “with my eyes wide open with 

nothing to say.” These types of revelations were not part of the previous group’s blogs. 

 Themes related to multimedia that indicated a level cultural competence in the 

“War on Drugs” texts included the fact that, like the previous group, the students had the 

interviewees speaking in their own voices as much as possible, with as little editing as 

possible, and the students encouraged interactivity with the audience by posting links to 

their personal email addresses and the contact information for their sources. However, as 

with the previous group, technical problems in the field and with the final package, such 

as poor-quality video and audio, lowered the credibility of the reporters and the package. 

The Web page itself was poorly designed, with a black background and red text. 

The Spring 2008 group demonstrated a lack of cultural competence in their news 

coverage in one way that was similar to the previous group: some important contextual 

information for a story was located only in student blog posts. For example, Maya’s blog 

mentions that one of the heroin addicts she interviewed was going to be a father for a 

second time. The students said in interviews that this particular person also had a job at a 

water ice factory. Yet in the “War on Drugs” package, we see the individual in a moving 

video interview in which he is desperate and crying about his addiction to heroin, but we 

never learn that he has a job, a girlfriend, a child, and another child on the way. Susan, 

who edited the piece, said: 
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I obviously edited it out.  One of the things that I regret, I don’t know what 
I was thinking looking back on it, but I edited out when [the addict] was 
saying he has a child, he has a girlfriend who’s pregnant with a second 
one, so I forgot to include that... 
 
A news source who saw the interview said that the missing background 

information left out important context from the piece. He said: 

That’s exactly the type of stuff that people don’t understand. The 
perception of a junkie is they rob and steal and panhandle at day and 
whatever and scam to maintain their addiction and they have no other 
worth or value or whatever. And the functional side of an addict…. they 
can maintain (the addiction) for three years, five years, longer, and then 
eventually it will collapse. But I do think that’s important to know. 
 
Returning to Hall’s notion of the meaning and symbolic function of texts, an 

examination of the “War on Drug” package showed that it attempted to draw in its 

audience with historical context, multiple perspectives from people in the neighborhood 

affected by drugs and the drug trade, closely shot interviews, a take-you-there tour of the 

neighborhood, and revelatory blogs. Even the title of the package, “War on Drugs,” 

seemed designed to activate the audience. The meaning of the piece indicated: “A call to 

arms,” and implied that we all should do something about the drug problem in the 

neighborhood. This meaning reflected more of an “insider’s” perspective on the drug 

problem in the neighborhood because it attempts to make the issue a salient one for 

everyone to solve for the good of the neighborhood, versus a “situation” to be observed, 

with a certain amount of shock and surprise, from the outside. The reporters were able to 

cover more aspects of the webs of meaning, including its complexities, such as the 

desperation of the addicts and storeowners who no longer want to sweep up used needles 

in front of their shop. They also were able to penetrate the web’s interior, and help the 
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audience to understand more how people involved in the neighborhood’s drug culture 

make sense of the world. 

In sum, the news texts produced by the two student groups indicated both 

contributors to and hindrances of cultural competence. “The Corner That Cares” texts 

demonstrated a level of cultural competence, particularly as evidenced by the fact that 

local news sources felt that the students had represented part of life in the neighborhood. 

Thus, through their reporting skills, the student reporters gained a certain level of “micro” 

knowledge of the neighborhood; this knowledge was demonstrated particularly in the 

video, which, combined with allowing sources to tell their own stories in their own 

words, made for more culturally competent coverage of the complexities of life as a drug 

addict. However, hindrances to culturally competent news coverage also were uncovered 

in the students’ news texts, including that personal perspectives were included in pieces, 

perspectives were missing, and important contextual information about the 

neighborhoods was included in blogs rather than in the news texts. The students in the 

Summer 2008 group also demonstrated hindrances to culturally competent coverage by 

not digging deeper to get to the “whys” of addiction.  

The news text that indicated the higher level of cultural competence was the “War 

on Drugs” package. The written article provides historical context about the 

neighborhood such as how and why drugs became a major aspect of the area’s local 

economy, and what local residents are doing today to address the drug problem in the 

neighborhood. The “Drug Tour” video and photo gallery links give audiences a chance to 

visit the neighborhood and see some of the devastation caused by the drug trade. A link 
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called “Voices” shows the video interviews with drug addicts about their situations in 

their own voices with very little editing or reporter interference. Another link leads to the 

students’ blogs, which reflect their position in relation to their sources, their perspective 

on the drug issues in the neighborhood, as well as local contact information and the 

opportunity for user interactivity. Reflecting on one’s interactions with those who have 

cultural perspectives different from one’s own is an important part of the process of 

cultural competence. The reflections also represent an important feedback loop from 

awareness of self to knowledge of the Other and back again. Interestingly, the “War on 

Drugs” multimedia project has continued to be featured on the course Web site a year 

later. The other was taken down from the Web site as additional content was produced by 

the course’s students. The discussion that follows provides analysis of the reporting 

process the students used to produce their texts.  

Cultural Competence and the Student Journalists’ Reporting Process 

As they reported in the neighborhood, students in both groups demonstrated 

aspects of the key factors and their elements that were uncovered thus far in the influence 

of the cultural competence of journalists. The influences on the cultural competence of 

journalists were demonstrated in observations of students in the field, in interviews with 

the students, their sources, and neighborhood representatives, and in selected survey 

responses.  

The factors that influenced the cultural competence of the student reporters that 

emerged in the reporting process of the two groups were: awareness of self, including 

having an awareness of one’s position, understanding the complexity of culture, and a 
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willingness to challenge one’s perspectives; awareness of the complexity of “insider” or 

“outsider” status, including the ability to negotiate insider or outside status and grappling 

as “insiders” and “outsiders;” and the use of journalistic ethics norms and routines in 

relation to self, including striving for an objective approach. Another factor that emerged 

was knowledge of other, including developing “macro” and “micro” knowledge of the 

neighborhood and understanding cultural cues. Another factor that contributes to or 

hinders cultural competence involves the skills and attributes that influence knowledge of 

the Other, including using attributes and skills to function appropriately and effectively in 

the neighborhoods, developing attributes and skills specific to more culturally competent 

journalists, such as persistency, the ability to conduct thorough research, leaving one’s 

comfort zone, motivation, and diverse sources; spending time; and previous experiences. 

These factors will be discussed in relation to the taxonomy developed for these findings; 

first in relation to awareness, knowledge, skills and the self, then in relation to awareness, 

knowledge, skills, and the Other. 

Factors Related to Awareness, Knowledge, Skills and the Self in the Reporting Process 

The factors that influence the level of cultural competence of the students as 

related to self varied within the student groups as well as between the two student groups. 

The following section outlines the influencing elements of cultural competence related to 

awareness of self that were evident during the students’ reporting process and discusses 

the differences in how those factors operated among the student journalists. 

  



292 
 
Awareness of Self: Awareness of One’s Position, Cultural Perspectives, and Biases and 

Understanding the Complexity of Culture 

All of the student reporters held various positions in relation to the drug culture in 

the neighborhood. The position of the student reporters in this case refers to the cultural 

perspectives of the students – their way of making sense of the world and their location in 

the web of the drug culture – relative to the perspectives of other people located in the 

web of the neighborhood’s drug culture. 

As middle-class college students, it is very likely all of the student reporters had 

been exposed in varying degrees to aspects of the university’s drug culture at parties and 

with friends. Yet that drug culture would be different from the drug culture in the 

neighborhood, which emphasizes harder and highly addictive drugs such as heroin and 

crack cocaine and is oriented only partially to recreational drug use. Thus, the way that 

the students make sense of their lives, as related to drugs and a drug culture, would be 

different from the way in which people involved in the web of the neighborhood’s drug 

culture make sense of their lives. The student reporters’ location in the web of the 

neighborhood’s drug culture could be somewhere on its outer fringes. While Maya’s 

position in the web may be differently located compared with the other students because 

she and her family are affected as local residents, she still said she had had limited 

exposure to the culture and remains on its outer edges. The students were interacting with 

the neighborhood’s drug culture for a brief time in order to report about it for the class.  

Awareness of one’s position, cultural perspectives and biases was particularly 

evident in the reporting process in the case of Ryan in the Summer 2008 group and Maya 
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in the Spring 2008 group. In contrast, Joanne, Susan, George and Sharon indicated less 

awareness of their own perspectives and biases, particularly at the start of the semester. 

Ryan, who was of mixed race and had some proficiency in Spanish, indicated in 

interviews and in conversations with me in the field that he was open to the cultures in 

the neighborhood. Maya, who grew up in the neighborhood and came from a family who 

was Vietnamese, was aware of her own cultural background and the mix of cultures 

there. She said: “I love learning about other cultures. When it comes to things I can’t 

know about, I’m sensitive to it and try to learn more without asking offensive questions.” 

Ryan and Maya were the only students in the two groups that said in their surveys that 

their cultural backgrounds had a “strong” influence on the way they interact with people 

who have cultural perspectives different from their own.  

Both Ryan and Maya also demonstrated an awareness of their position and 

perspectives in the field as well. In observations, Ryan demonstrated the most comfort in 

the neighborhood in the group and was non-judgmental about the neighborhood and the 

people in it. Maya was, of course, comfortable in the neighborhood, but she also 

demonstrated a willingness to approach and interact with people she later said she 

normally would not have talked to if she hadn’t been working as a reporter. While this 

was true of all the student reporters, Maya demonstrated the most comfort in approaching 

people for interviews.  

The students also demonstrated some understanding of the complexity of culture. 

Regarding the neighborhood’s drug culture, only Ryan said he believed the neighborhood 

had a drug and crime culture. The other students indicated that they did not perceive a 
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drug “culture” in the community. However, some of the students’ descriptions of the use 

of sale of drugs in the community were aligned with the more complex, anthropological 

conceptualization of culture. For example, Maya and Joanne said in interviews they did 

not believe that people involved in drug sales and use in the neighborhood were of a 

different culture, but they did make sense of their lives differently than the students. 

Joanne said:  

I wouldn’t say like a culture…but a different kind of like, reality… Like, 
where I grew up, I’ve never seen those things…. I think that’s partially 
why it scared me because I was so foreign to it… I’ve never seen it before. 
 
Maya remarked:  

I didn’t feel like there was a barrier… There was no culture, ’cause I don’t 
look at it that way… I just think there’s another human being, another 
story… Like I don’t think of culture as being a difference in anything 
because everyone’s situation is different. You’re not going to be the same 
race and things like that, but, you know, we have different stories, like I 
could never understand what you’re going through… So I just tell them, 
“Say whatever you want to say.” 
 
Thus, the way in which Ryan, Joanne and Maya discussed people involved with 

drug use and sales in the neighborhood was in terms of a different reality or webs of 

meaning, which would fall into the definition of culture used in this study.   

Awareness of Self: Attributes and Skills that Lead to Increased Awareness and More 

Culturally Competent Journalists / Willingness to Challenge One’s Perspectives 

The willingness to question and possibly change one’s cultural perspectives was 

identified in a previous chapter as an important attribute particularly for culturally 

competent journalists. The students in the two groups varied in their expressed 

willingness to change their perspectives, although it seemed all of the student reporters in 
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the Spring 2008 group were willing to do so. Maya, the “insider” to the neighborhood, 

was still living in the community so her perspectives had not dramatically changed, 

although she said she had never been exposed so closely to the drug culture. Joanne and 

Susan, both “outsiders” in the Spring 2008 group, said their perceptions had changed 

dramatically as a result of reporting in the neighborhood. For example, Joanne, who 

continually used the word “scared” and “shocked” by the drug culture she encountered in 

the neighborhood, said at the end of the semester that the experience had in fact been 

“one of my best experiences.” Susan, at the start of the semester, referred to the 

neighborhoods in general that were covered in the multimedia course as "crummy, 

slummy areas, in my opinion.” She also thought of Temple as a "ghetto school" before 

she arrived and admitted, “I honestly never really been” in the city in which the school 

was located prior to attending college there. However, by the end of the semester, Susan 

remarked in reference to people addicted to drugs:   

I used to think of a drug addict as a bum, didn’t really think of them as a 
person, you know?  And I couldn’t understand their mindset or why they 
would be that way. I didn’t have any sympathy for why they would do 
that…. But I just realized the humanness of everything…. like [one addict 
she interviewed], like he grew up there his whole entire life. It’s the only 
thing he knew so how can you really blame him if that was the only life he 
was exposed to. 
 
The three student reporters’ compassionate attitude toward people addicted to 

drugs was confirmed in observations. The three students spoke among themselves about 

the people they interviewed, remarking about the circumstances of their lives and 

comparing it to their own relatively privileged positions. The tone of their conversations 

was not one of condescension, but of concern. The students did not use culturally 
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insensitive language, and they did a lot of listening and asking questions of the people 

they encountered. 

At least two of the students in the other reporting group, in contrast, had negative 

perceptions of neighborhood that remained unchanged by the end of the semester. These 

students were aware of their perceptions and could articulate them fully, but did not 

indicate a willingness to change these perspectives, given that their opinions of the 

neighborhood had not altered after spending time there. George, for example, when asked 

to describe the neighborhood, said it was a “well known fact” that open-air drug markets 

operate there and later added: “I hate [the neighborhood].” He said at the end of the 

semester:  

After going to [the neighborhood], I felt the same way about it as I did 
before I went there: That it’s a dump. And I’m probably gonna go there 
for the next couple of days and after that I’m never gonna go there again 
for the rest of my life.  
 
Sharon, in an interview at the end of the semester, also expressed a negative view 

of the neighborhood. She said: 

I mean it’s the obvious. If anybody thinks about [the neighborhood], 
you’re gonna think about drug dealing, you’re gonna think about 
homelessness, you’re gonna think about drug addicts, you’re gonna think 
about prostitution. You’re gonna think about the obvious, rundown homes, 
poor low-income and poor people. 
 
When discussing her experience working as a reporter in the neighborhood, 

Sharon added: “My God, I hated it….  It’s very hard to send three college kids into a 

neighborhood that they’re not really familiar with and just say, ‘OK, go out and find me 

stories.’ I just think that it’s very, very hard.”  Ryan seemed the most open to the cultures 

in the neighborhood in his student group. He said that overall he had a “pleasant” 
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experience in the neighborhood, although he also felt the “rumors held true” and “I 

suppose I still have a semi-prejudice on the location and my safety.” 

It also is important to note that the Summer 2008 students’ negative impressions 

of the community are similar to the social constructions of the neighborhood expressed 

by the mainstream media and others, including other students who covered the 

neighborhood for the class. One neighborhood expert who worked for a City Councilman 

representing the community said:  

It is probably the most destitute neighborhood the councilman represents, 
by far…. It is not somewhere I would want to walk through at night or I 
would want my wife to drive through at night. There are definitely 
problems with prostitution and drugs, and other quality of life issues. It 
needs help. 
 
Yet these constructions of the community run contrary to the perceptions of others 

– not only some of the students in the Spring 2008, but also some community residents. 

More positive descriptions of the neighborhood have been detailed in interviews with 

local residents in an immigration study of the neighborhood conducted by Goode and 

Schneider (1994). A neighborhood resident interviewed for this study who works in 

neighborhood and has lived in it for the past nine years said: 

Do we have drug issues, or do we have violence issues? Absolutely, but 
through that is the grandparents that look after all the kids, there’s the car 
mechanic that will help you out without charging you, there’s the neighbor 
that calls you in the middle of the night because the water broke and you 
come down and everyone helps clean it up. 
 
While students reporters’ perspectives in their texts and in interactions with 

residents seemed to be blunted through the use of journalistic norms such as an objective 

approach, according to the residents themselves, it also is likely that their negative 
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perspectives influenced their reporting process in others ways. For example, the students 

in the Summer 2008 stayed in one small section of the neighborhood, apparently 

apprehensive about venturing further into the community. Although the students 

expressed a desire to see the neighborhood from the residents’ point of view during 

interviews and conversations during field trips, they found it hard to find people to talk to 

in residential areas. The students were not familiar with the boundaries of the 

neighborhood and were not entirely comfortable driving off of the main thoroughfares. 

Awareness of the Complexity of “Insider” and “Outsider” Status: Grappling as 

“Insiders” and “Outsiders” 

The notion of “insider / outsider” was evidenced more strongly in the reporting 

process in both groups than in the student interviews. Again, the only person who could 

claim “insider” status of all of the students was Maya. She knew the streets, was 

comfortable walking around, and was familiar in general with many of the 

neighborhood’s issues. In this way, being an “insider” was a “huge benefit,” Maya said in 

an interview.  Maya also spoke Vietnamese, which is spoken by some in the 

neighborhood. It is important to note that Maya did not choose the neighborhood to cover 

– her other group members did.6 The “War on Drugs” story also was not selected solely 

by Maya; both Maya and Joanne had researched the topic in other work at the university 

and wanted to continue their research for the final project in the reporting class.   

The other five student reporters who grew up outside of the city had limited or no 

experience in the neighborhood. The students with limited experience either had heard 

negative news about the neighborhood or, upon spending time there, developed a critical 
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view of the community due to its obvious poverty and drug trade. Yet, importantly, much 

of the students’ preconceptions or negative opinions of the neighborhood for the most 

part did not overtly appear in their news texts. As stated in the previous section, some of 

the students’ perspectives made their way into news texts through word choices, yet 

much of their overall negativity toward the neighborhood was filtered out by the 

students’ attempt at an objective approach to their work. The use of journalistic norms by 

the students will be discussed further in the next section. 

Maya, meanwhile, found she had to negotiate her status as an “insider” while 

working as a reporter. She didn’t reveal to the drug tour guides that she was from the 

neighborhood, and said she didn’t tell other sources about it because she feared they 

wouldn’t take her seriously or, “They wouldn’t give me the full story.… It’s like, “Oh, 

you already understand, so why do I need tell you?” When that’s not the case at all… Just 

because I live there, everyone has a different perspective on things.” 

Differences in perspectives about the neighborhood were revealed in Maya’s 

description of what it was like to grow up in the community. Her version of growing up 

in the neighborhood was different from the resident who gave a positive review of the 

neighborhood. She said: 

 It was tough growing up because it was more about race. One day you’re 
playing with the white and black kids and then all of a sudden, the very 
next day, they’re my enemies. So that was tough. I lived right across the 
street from [the neighborhood’s] high school, that’s where everyone 
played baseball, tag, and everything, and you did find needles along the 
perimeter of the fence. But we saw it and disregarded it.  
 
As mentioned earlier, Maya had had little familiarity with the neighborhood’s 

drug culture. Her blog entries indicated this unfamiliarity, with one entry saying she was 



300 
 
“shocked” by witnessing a drug transaction and noting some addicts had been using since 

they were teenagers. She wrote: “When I was 15 years old my favorite activity was 

writing for the class newsletter!”  Thus, for the “War on Drugs” story, Maya was an 

“outsider.” 

Yet Joanne and Susan were able to benefit from Maya’s mixed “insider/outsider” 

status, in that they visited parts of the neighborhood they might have been afraid to go to, 

such as an area where addicts shoot up. Maya knew that addicts would shoot up under the 

railroad bridge and she took Joanne and Susan there. The students also produced news 

texts as a group, so it is likely that Maya’s knowledge and attitude toward the 

neighborhood had an influence on the other student reporters and on the texts.  

The Summer 2008 student group, however, did not have the advantage of an 

“insider,” and continually struggled with their “outsider” status. The students had a great 

deal of difficulty finding people to talk with them, particularly on camera. During one 

field visit, the students became so frustrated at one point that Ryan began turning on the 

digital audio recorder and taping people without their knowledge; the audio was never 

later used in students’ texts. Sharon was so frustrated during one field she said she 

“wanted to cry” because they could not get anyone to talk with them. It is highly likely 

that the students’ inability to negotiate their “outsider” status had an impact on their news 

texts. Ryan said he felt awkward in the neighborhood and had the feeling people thought 

he was a police officer. “They definitely do,” he said. “ When [Sharon] and I were 

walking and we were looking at like buildings or something somewhere... we’re just 

staring outside and everyone’s just staring back at us like, ‘What the hell, you don’t 
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belong here.’” Sharon added: “Like, we clearly look like odd balls ’cause we definitely 

don’t belong together.” 

Use of Journalistic Ethics, Norms and Routines: Relying on Journalistic Ethics, Norms 

and Routines 

Both student groups relied on journalistic ethics, norms and routines as they 

worked as reporters in the neighborhood. The norms contributed to more culturally 

competent interactions since they encouraged the students to approach news sources in a 

professional manner; they were careful not to express their personal opinions to news 

sources or, for the most part, in their texts. The students introduced themselves as student 

reporters from the university, explained the story that they were working on, and politely 

requested interviews. They usually asked interviewees if they could record them before 

doing so. The students also developed contacts in the neighborhood, and used the 

contacts for interviews, story ideas, and leads to other neighborhood news sources. 

Evidence of the ability of the students to overcome their biases in their texts was 

found mostly in interviews with news sources, who believed the students had “done a 

good job” and had represented life in the neighborhood “the way it was.” While the 

sources’ remarks could be attributed to the fact that the students’ texts reflected a more 

positive view of the drug problem in the community than the mainstream media 

coverage, news sources commenting on other stories produced by students in other 

neighborhoods did not seem to hesitate to criticize their coverage – even if the stories 

reflected a positive tone. Thus, the students to a degree were able to negotiate their biases 

and opinions as they interacted with news sources and produced their texts by using 
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professional norms such as the objective approach. This negotiation was successful even 

for Sharon and George, who had expressed strong negative opinions about the 

neighborhood. 

Susan also alluded to use of journalistic norms as helping the reporting process 

when she talked about her and her partners’ experience in the field: 

We were there not to make any judgments or anything like that and I feel 
like we made it apparent in the way we talked to them or presented 
ourselves to them. And we said we just want to share your story and we 
just want to show what’s going on. 
 
In sum, the factors demonstrated by the students related to awareness of self in the 

reporting process included: an awareness of one’s position, cultural perspectives, and 

biases, as well as some understanding of the complexity of culture; a willingness to 

challenge one’s perspectives; an awareness of the complexity of “insider” and “outsider” 

status / grappling as “insiders” and “outsiders;” and the use of journalistic ethics, norms 

and routines. The students demonstrated these elements of cultural competence to varying 

degrees both within their groups and between the groups and in ways that could both 

contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of reporters. 

Factors Related to Awareness, Knowledge, Skills and the Other in the Reporting Process 

The factors that influence the level of cultural competence of the students related 

to knowledge of the Other once again varied within the student groups as well as between 

the groups. The two student groups both demonstrated a contributor to cultural 

competence: demonstrating the skills and attributes that contribute to knowledge of 

Other. The groups differed in their levels of other cultural competence elements that 

relate to knowledge of the Other, including the willingness to leave one’s comfort zone, 
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motivation and diversity of sources, and previous experiences.  Their varying abilities in 

these areas either contributed to or hindered a culturally competent approach to the 

reporting process.  

Knowledge of the Other: Developing “Macro” and “Micro” Knowledge of the 

Neighborhood and its Cultures  

The students said in interviews and it was evident during observations that they 

had little “macro” or “micro” knowledge of the neighborhood at the start of the semester. 

While some “macro” and “micro” knowledge was gained as the semester went on, the 

students still had gaps in knowledge even at the end of the semester, particularly the 

Summer 2008 group, which spent less time in the community. For example, students 

from both groups indicated little “macro” or “micro” knowledge of the specifics of the 

drug culture in the neighborhood. They were not familiar with the corners from which 

drugs were sold nor the generalities or specifics of how sales were conducted. They also 

had little understanding of addiction and the process of recovery from addiction. The 

students said in interviews that they gained some “macro” knowledge of the brisk drug 

sales in the neighborhood through their Internet research early in the semester about the 

community. Maya said that while she was not surprised by the drug corners, her direct 

exposure to the drug culture was extremely limited. She said in an interview after the 

“War on Drugs” piece was produced: 

I did more reflecting on my past as a child and that’s when I 
remembered…I was probably seven…I was across the street from [the 
neighborhood’s] high school and I saw a needle on the floor…picked it 
up…thought it was a little toy… I forgot about it until after this story…  
I’m just grateful that my parents were strict on me. 
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Maya’s comments represent the feedback loop discussed in the last chapter 

regarding how knowledge of the other can inform awareness of self and vice versa. 

Regarding the intersection that is reportedly the busiest drug corner in the city, the 

students said they did not know about this designation until they had conducted Internet 

research on the neighborhood. Maya also said she had not realized it was a drug corner 

and noted that her younger sister walks by the corner every day for school. She said: “Did 

she really know what was going on… ’cause it looks like people are waiting for the 

bus… (but) the bus came by and just left and no one got on the bus.” Thus, the students’ 

lack of “macro” and “micro” knowledge of the drug culture was, not surprisingly, also 

related to their position in relation to people involved in the neighborhood’s drug culture.  

The position of the student reporters, in the form of their cultural perspectives 

being different from those involved in the web of the neighborhood’s drug culture, as 

well as their relative lack of “macro” and “micro” knowledge of the drug culture 

prevented them from understanding some of the cultural cues of the local drug culture. In 

the operational definition of cultural competence for this study, cultural cues fall under 

the knowledge of the other factor and “micro” level knowledge. This factor was not 

identified in the findings outlined in the previous two chapters, although it was clear from 

the in-depth examination of the students’ reporting process that it is an element of 

cultural competence of journalists that should be included in the operational definition of 

cultural competence. 
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Lack of “micro” knowledge: Missing cultural cues. 

The difference in positions relative to the drug culture caused the students to 

misread or miss cultural cues associated with the drug world. In one case, the Spring 

2008 students drove toward one of the drug corners and were told to “Park it up,” which 

meant that they should park so someone could sell them drugs. One of the news sources 

who acted as a guide to the drug corners for the group said: 

 I had to tell them; they didn’t know what that meant… when they heard 
what that meant, it was quite shocking how nonchalant and how normal it 
is, cause it shouldn’t be normal.… To them (the dealers) it’s weird that we 
didn’t buy. 
 
Maya said later she thought they were approached because Joanne and one of the 

tour guides were in the car and “they were white.” Her comment revealed “micro” level 

knowledge of the neighborhood, since many the drug buyers in the neighborhood are 

white and white people who drive into the neighborhood are presumed to be customers. 

Also, when the group was near a drug corner interviewing a tour guide, a young man 

walked up to ask the students what they were doing and wound up granting them an 

interview about his drug addiction. The drug tour guide said later in an interview:  

Everyone was aware of us… they (drug dealers) use addicts as their 
messengers, you know, “Go check them out, come back and tell me.” The 
addicts reported we weren’t cops. The word spread that day, even the ones 
that were out of sight, they all knew we were there. 
 
The students, however, thought the young man just wanted to tell his story and 

were pleased that he approached them. Joanne said: 

I definitely found it interesting that even while we were standing there 
interviewing [the drug tour guides]… [the interviewee] just walked up to 
us and he wanted to tell us his story…like we didn’t even have to hunt him 
down and ask him… like I thought that was really cool. 
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Students from the Summer 2008 group, missed cultural cues associated with the 

drug culture by not following up on information revealed in interviews. For example, 

during an observation, the students were interviewing a pastor who now provides social 

services to addicts in the neighborhood and he mentioned during the interview that he 

was an addict for 23 years. The students mentioned in their video that the pastor had had 

experience on the streets, but they did not follow up at the time to learn more from him 

about the reality and complexities of addiction. They also revealed their position as 

college students by telling potential sources they needed to interview them in order to 

complete an assignment for their class. While the course’s professors sometimes urge the 

students to identify themselves as students in part to gain cooperation, it is not clear that 

news sources in the neighborhood would consider it a priority to help the students 

complete an assignment for their college course. Most of the neighborhood’s residents 

had never attended college. According to one city organization, only 2.9% of the 

neighborhood residents over the age of 25 have a college degree, compared with 10.34% 

citywide (NIS, 2009c). 

Skills and Attributes that Influence Knowledge of the Other: Ability to Function 

Appropriately and Effectively in the Neighborhoods’ Cultures 

Student reporters from both groups expressed a contributor to culturally 

competent news reporting by demonstrating attributes and skills to function effectively in 

the neighborhoods. These attributes and skills were expressed in surveys, interviews, and 

observations. Sharon, for example, wrote in one of her open-ended survey responses: “I 

have always been comfortable with people, so just asking questions and actually [sic] 
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listening" helped her to interact comfortably with people in the neighborhood. 

Observations revealed her open and friendly attitude was evident in her interactions with 

people in the community; many news sources remembered meeting her and were happy 

to interview with her.  

Other attributes and skills helped the students develop a more culturally 

competent approach to their reporting process. Ryan expressed empathy for the 

neighborhood residents when he said that “seeing life through someone else's eyes" 

helped him to understand the neighborhood to a degree, while George said what helped 

him was the "Golden Rule." When talking to people in the neighborhood, the students in 

both groups were relaxed and open, both verbally and non-verbally. Joanne emphasized 

the importance of being flexible while in the field, and said: “I think it’s definitely 

important to adapt quickly to a situation…and communicate with that person in that 

culture.” The group’s adaptability also was revealed by the wide variety of people they 

spoke to and the different locations they explored to learn about the neighborhood and 

pursue stories. 

Skills and Attributes that Influence Knowledge of the Other: Developing Attributes and 

Skills Specific to Knowledge of the Other and More Culturally Competent Journalists 

The student reporters in the Spring 2008 group in particular demonstrated 

attributes and skills that help to develop more culturally competent journalists. For 

example, the students said they were helped in interacting with residents by working to 

build trust with them. Observations revealed the group had build a certain amount of trust 



308 
 
with the people they interviewed, which was strengthened by a source’s remarks that the 

students were obtaining material that is “really not easy to get.”  

The students, again, particularly the students in the Spring 2008 group, 

demonstrated other attributes and skills that help to develop more culturally competent 

journalists, including persistency, the ability to conduct thorough research, the ability to 

develop a comfort level in the neighborhood, leaving one’s comfort zone, and motivation. 

The latter two attributes and skills will be discussed in more detail below. 

Developing attributes and skills specific to knowledge of the Other and more 

culturally competent journalists: Leaving one’s comfort zone.  

The tendency of the students in the Summer 2008 group to stay within one 

shopping area just a few blocks long tended to distort their knowledge of the community. 

The area serviced many of the Spanish-speaking residents of the neighborhood, which 

created language barriers for the students. Staying within the limited area also gave the 

students a distorted view of who lived in the neighborhood. While census data show that 

the neighborhood is 80% white, during one visit to community George said he wasn’t 

sure he believed the census breakdown and wanted to know “where all the white people 

were.... working?” Not only did the remark reflect a stereotype – many of the drug 

dealers and addicts buying drugs just a few blocks away were white – it also reflected a 

lack of “micro” knowledge of the neighborhood because the students tended to stay 

within one area of the community. Sharon expressed frustration about the group’s lack of 

knowledge of the neighborhood when she noted that another student group covering the 

neighborhood was “talking about all the black people they’ve seen and even some whites. 



309 
 
And we’re like okay, where are these people at, because all we’ve seen is nothing but 

Hispanics. Nothing but Hispanics, every store, every corner shop.” Yet the students also 

seemed to be aware that they were staying within a confined area and, in their news 

pieces, were able to capture life only in that one section of the neighborhood rather than 

the entire community. Sharon commented during an interview: “Look how long it took us 

to get to know that one area so well. It took us like, what, five weeks to do that?” 

The Spring 2008 group, meanwhile, willingly left their comfort zone in order to 

report on the drug story. As discussed previously, they went to places frequented by 

addicts to find background footage for their video, such as under a railroad track bridge 

where addicts are known to shoot up. Again, it is very likely that the group’s willingness 

to explore the neighborhood in such as way had to do with one of their members being a 

resident, or an “insider.”  

Developing attributes and skills specific to knowledge of the Other and more 

culturally competent journalists: Motivation and diversity of sources. 

Related to one’s willingness to question one’s perspectives and to leave one’s 

comfort zone is the motivation to research all aspects of a culture and seek contacts with 

diverse perspectives within that culture. A high level of motivation also is needed to 

question and change stereotypes. The Spring 2008 group in particular demonstrated a 

high level of motivation to obtain various perspectives on the drug culture in the 

community. In her Internet research on the neighborhood, Maya came across the 

community organization that provided the “Drug War Reality Tour” of the community. 

Because the organization’s Web site was not up to date and she was not able to contact 
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them, Maya used Facebook to contact a tour guide, who subsequently contacted other 

tour guides at the organization and put them in touch with Maya. The “Drug Tour” 

became a major part of the multimedia piece, including the historical and structural 

perspectives of the drug trade in the neighborhood offered by the guides. Thus, the high 

level of motivation for diverse perspectives provided the deeper context that helped to 

make the story more culturally competent. The drug tour guides also provided access to 

areas of the neighborhood where drugs were sold that the student reporters either did not 

know about or did not want to venture into by themselves. The group’s experience with 

the guides supports recommendations from other news sources interviewed in the study 

who recommended that journalists unfamiliar with an area find someone with a “foot in 

both worlds,” to guide them and provide information and access to people, stories and 

information about the community. 

Yet, as mentioned previously, the students in the Spring 2008 group also found 

local people in various stages of addiction or recovery to interview. The students also 

interviewed people from the needle exchange program, and spoke with two local business 

owners who were opposed to the program. Thus, the students went beyond the drug tour 

guides to explore multiple perspectives on the issue. 

Lack of motivation inhibited the cultural competence of the students in the 

Summer 2008 group and in their work as journalists. The students were at the end of their 

college careers; they made it clear they wanted to finish the course simply to graduate. 

They did not plan to go into careers as reporters, and seemed to see little value in the 

class. Ryan said: “The way I see this class is, you have to get the story. Just get a story…  
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we’re not really trying to live in [the neighborhood], that’s not our main goal. We’re just 

trying to create a story.” 

Skills and Attributes that Influence Knowledge of the Other: Spending Time 

Time was an advantage for the Spring 2008 group. The group was able to spend a 

lot of time preparing and researching particularly the drug story. Maya and Joanne had 

learned about the needle exchange program during classes in previous semesters and both 

were interested in pursuing the story as part of their final project. Maya said: “We’ve 

been planning this all semester, trying to think what…what angle we wanted, who we 

wanted to talk to and what media form” to use to tell the story. Her remarks reflect the 

importance of time, planning and reflection in the reporting process, including 

contemplating ahead of time which media format will tell which part of the story.  

Yet the students also said they would have wanted to spend more time following 

up on stories they came across while working in the neighborhood. Maya said: “We 

turned in what we did so far for the sake of deadline.” 

For the Summer 2008 group, time was something the students were lacking. They 

typically had one week to research and produce most stories. One news source applauded 

the students for putting together the news pieces together so quickly. He said: 

“Personally, for the limited amount of time they had to put this together, it was well 

done.” While a week to produce a story could be considered a luxurious amount of time 

for professional journalists, the students have to fight a learning curve not only with the 

profession and the neighborhood, but often with technology that is new to them. 
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Skills and Attributes that Influence Knowledge of the Other: Previous Experiences 

There was a range in the level and type of previous experiences that might have 

helped prepare the students to interact with people who have different cultural 

perspectives. All of the students but Sharon had traveled outside of the United States. 

Four of the six students had had international coursework in high school or college. 

Susan had lived a short time in Japan. All of the students had had training in a non-

English language, with the exception of Sharon. All, except Maya, said their non-English 

language ability was not proficient. Ryan and Maya, who demonstrated more aspects of 

cultural competence compared with the other students in terms of cultural awareness, 

openness, and a willingness to change one’s perspectives, also had some fluency in other 

languages. As stated earlier, Ryan had some knowledge of Spanish, and Maya spoke 

fluent Vietnamese. 

Cultural Competence: Contradictions and Complications 

What is striking about the students’ experience in the neighborhood is its 

contradictory nature. The students, particularly Sharon and George, expressed strong, 

negative opinions of the neighborhood, yet these attitudes did not emerge in a significant 

way in their interactions with residents or in their news texts. Some of the language in 

George’s written news article reflected his negative perceptions of the apartment house 

for addicts, but the other texts he helped produce were positively received by news 

sources. Joanne and Susan also expressed negative views of the neighborhood, 

particularly in the beginning of the semester, and frequently mentioned during interviews 

that they felt frightened or uncomfortable there. Yet these views did not emerge in a 
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significant way during interactions with residents and in the news texts – mostly likely 

due to news norms that dictate that reporters approach stories with an objective approach.  

The Summer 2008 students’ lack of motivation also was not evident in their news 

texts or interactions with people in the neighborhood. Moreover, while Sharon and 

George appeared to have made up their minds about the neighborhood at the start of the 

semester (George referred to the neighborhood as a “dump” and added: “I could care less 

anyway”), George later said about the neighborhood: “There’s always more to learn.” 

The remark contradicts his seeming unwillingness to change his mind about the 

community. However, there were likely some effects of their negative attitudes and lack 

of motivation. For example, the students’ inability – or unwillingness – to challenge their 

perspectives and negotiate their “outsider” status prevented them from learning about 

how at least some residents experience the neighborhood as an often friendly and 

supportive environment. 

In addition, students who exhibited some attributes that can lead to cultural 

competence exhibited others that hinder cultural competence. For example, for Maya, 

who grew up in the neighborhood, being an “insider” did not necessarily mean she was 

aware of all of the issues in the neighborhood or that she wanted to use her “insider” 

status. Susan, who had a drastic change in perspective after spending time in the 

neighborhood, said what helped her in interpreting the neighborhood was that, “I just 

needed to act as though I was on their level and that I just wanted to tell their story.” The 

comment indicates that she did not feel she was “on their level,” but above it, which is 



314 
 
not an indicator of cultural competence. Cultural competence as generally understood 

involves an appreciation of similarities and differences without a sense of hierarchy. 

Thus, a salient aspect of cultural competence and the cultural competence of 

journalists is its continually evolving and sometimes contradictory nature. What will be 

important for reporters who strive to become more culturally competent is a continual 

awareness and negotiation of the influences that contribute to or hinder the process.  

Summary: The Cultural Competence of the Student Journalists 

What clearly emerges from this in-depth analysis of the students’ reporting and 

news texts are the contradictions and complications associated with the concept of 

cultural competence and the importance of cultural competence within individual 

journalists. The same individual can exhibit vastly different factors that contribute to or 

hinder cultural competence. Like “objectivity” in the field of journalism, it is something 

to be strived for, but can never be fully achieved. The data from this study support the 

argument made earlier that it is more precise to discuss a “culturally competent 

approach” to journalism, both in terms of texts and the approach taken by reporters in the 

field. The term “culturally competent approach” will be used to describe the process 

during the rest of the study. 

Students in both groups exhibited various factors that contribute to the cultural 

competence of journalists and their news texts. Specifically, the students demonstrated 

some understanding of “micro” knowledge of the neighborhood whether in reporting on 

issues of significance to the community or including multiple perspectives in their 

coverage. To some degree, the students were able to represent the complexities of the 
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drug culture in the neighborhood. They also listened to their sources, and were able to 

build a certain level of trust with them. The students also relied on journalistic norms and 

routines to move toward an objective approach in reporting and producing texts, which 

helped their reporting and coverage to be more culturally competent. In the area of 

multimedia journalism, the students were able to provide a degree of context to their 

stories, and, in the case of the Spring 2008 group, a level of transparency and 

interactivity.  

Some of the students in both groups demonstrated other factors that contribute to 

the cultural competence of journalists, including awareness of their own cultural 

perspectives and influences, previous education and experiences with people from 

cultural backgrounds different from their own, a willingness to question and change their 

perspectives, and an understanding of “macro” or structural issues that have influenced 

the neighborhood. 

The Spring 2008 group also spent more time and conducted more research on 

their topic, contacted sources who were able to provide access to people, historical 

perspectives, and parts of the neighborhood that might otherwise have been unavailable 

to them. The sources gave them an “insider’s” perspective of the drug culture they 

otherwise would not have gotten. The students also went beyond these sources and 

explored the neighborhood on their own, although this was easier for the group because 

someone from the neighborhood was one of its members. The students to some degree 

embraced multimedia storytelling as a way to provide more context for their news stories 
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and a way to represent the neighborhood to audiences. Some students crossed over into 

learning new technologies as part of the course.  

Hindrances to the process of cultural competence of journalists also were evident, 

including: an unwillingness or inability on the part of some students to change their 

perspectives about the neighborhood; reporter perspectives making their way into news 

stories; and an inability to overcome an “outsider” status to learn the nuances of the 

neighborhood and the intricacies of its drug culture. There also were missing perspectives 

in news stories that would have provided more balance and information to the coverage. 

Other hindrances included an over-reliance on journalistic norms led to similar story 

choice and storylines within texts, as well as technical issues with the equipment and 

storytelling which ultimately could affect the credibility of the reporters.  

Some strong influences on the cultural competence of journalists that were not 

made clear in the previous findings were uncovered in this more in-depth examination of 

the news texts and reporting process. They include that importance of having enough 

“micro” knowledge to interpret cultural cues, and using “insider” sources to help 

negotiate one’s “insider/outsider” status, but being sure to go beyond those news sources 

to provide full context and culturally competent coverage. It was clear that, even though 

the Spring 2008 reporting group had a resident as one of its member, the use of the drug 

tour guides provided them with important “micro” knowledge and the “insider’s” 

perspective on the neighborhood’s drug culture. Moreover, the students went beyond the 

sources and included important perspectives the drug tour guides did not, including 

business owners opposed to the needle exchange program, recovering and active drug 
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addicts, and important “macro” information such as census statistics demonstrating the 

economic degradation of the neighborhood. 

Other key factors of cultural competence and their elements discussed in the 

previous chapters were supported in this in-depth analysis. These factors and elements 

include: the complexity of the “insider/outsider” status; how journalistic norms mitigate 

personal perceptions and biases; the importance of time spent in the community and 

reflecting on news texts; and the significance of motivation, a diversity of sources, and 

previous experiences. Technical problems associated with the production of the 

multimedia packages also have the potential to affect the cultural competence of the 

coverage if the credibility of the reporters or pieces is lost due to low-quality production. 

Importantly, how the complexities of the drug culture were represented in news 

texts was raised in this in-depth analysis. The issue in this case seemed to be one of 

degree. News sources and neighborhood representatives were positive about the coverage 

of the Summer 2008 group, however, they also had criticisms of the texts such as missing 

perspectives, inaccuracies, and lack of context. The Spring 2008 group’s coverage of the 

same issue clearly addressed some of these criticisms. Their coverage was found through 

this analysis to be much more culturally competent due to the level of awareness, 

knowledge and skills it reflected regarding the drug culture in the neighborhood.  

The Researcher’s Influence 

My own experience in the neighborhood, with the students and some of the 

sources, and my own grappling with my own level of cultural competence has had an 

influence on every aspect of this study. It’s difficult to gauge my influence when I was 
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with students in the field, although it is certain there was some effect. For example, I 

noticed sources would look at me rather than at the students during interviews, as if I was 

the authority figure in the group. One student from the Spring 2008 group sent me an 

email the day after we visited the drug corners thanking me for being there, since I made 

them all feel more safe, “"like our Mom was watching over us." 

My own experience in the field also challenged my perspectives. I am a white, 

middle-class, doctoral student. I have previous experience with people from cultural 

backgrounds that are different from my own, and I have had some experience in urban 

areas. I conducted research on aggravated assaults with a gun in a nearby city for two 

years, including one year in which the city was named the country’s “most dangerous 

city”. I also lived in the city in which the study took place for five years, and have lived 

in the region for 17 years. 

I found at times my own stereotypes and preconceived notions creeping into my 

consciousness. On one occasion, I was with a student from the Spring 2008 group and we 

were standing by a grassy area littered with used syringes. My previous research on 

aggravated assaults with a gun in a nearby city had taught me that heroin and crack 

cocaine are the two drugs most associated with violence, mainly due to the large sum of 

money involved in sales. I was never afraid in the neighborhoods – my previous research 

also taught me that as a white woman, I would likely be treated more like a customer and 

was likely to be unharmed. Thus, this was my schema. But while a student and I stood by 

a grassy area one sunny afternoon, two men started walking down the sidewalk toward us 

and I immediately stereotyped the men as possible drug addicts. They looked to be in 
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their 30s; they were white, disheveled, and one was not wearing a shirt. I thought the 

student and I might get robbed. As it turned out, the men turned off the sidewalk and 

went down a hill toward the railroad tracks, which is where many people go to shoot up 

heroin. Thus, my stereotype was “correct” in that the two men seemed to be addicts, but 

completely wrong in that they were coming toward us to rob us. The student, meanwhile, 

who was from the neighborhood, did not appear nervous at all. I also found myself 

missing cultural cues, as other “outsiders” would. For example, I was driving through the 

neighborhood with one of the drug tour guides, and young men on the corner would yell, 

“yerp!” as we went by. I had no idea what it meant and gave it little thought, until the 

guide told me it meant that the dealers were signaling to one another that we were 

potential customers looking for drugs. 

It also is important to note that in this study I am representing students’ 

representations. This study involves what Geertz (1973) called “my constructions of other 

people’s constructions of what they and they’re compatriots are up to” (p. 9). My 

perceptions can be as much a part of the representation as the students’ news texts. Thus, 

I find myself in the same position as a researcher as the students did as journalists. I have 

norms I need to follow. I have space and time restrictions on my work. I am attempting 

an objective approach with my research, although I am aware of my own position and 

potential influence on the work. I also am interviewing the students in much the same 

way they interview their sources, and thus need to establish trust, respect, and comfort. I 

needed to be able to listen and stay open to the research process. Like the students, I was 

clearly an “outsider” in the neighborhoods. I also have no illusions that I am culturally 
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competent, due in part to my lack of knowledge of the “macro” and “micro” aspects of 

the cultures within the neighborhoods and due to my lack of skills in certain areas, such 

as language.  

The area I feel more competent in would be regarding awareness, even if that 

means being aware of how culturally incompetent I am. Like the students, I used 

strategies to negotiate my lack of cultural competence, such as interviewing people who 

are more culturally competent in the neighborhoods and conducting extensive research to 

get a sense of at least the macro aspects of the community. Again, like the students, time 

constraints were a problem for me; I was not able to spend as much time in the 

neighborhoods as I would have liked. Thus, I could relate to the students on many levels, 

not only as a former journalist, but also as a researcher engaging in a similar process of 

learning and, hopefully, becoming more culturally competent about the neighborhoods. 
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CHAPTER 8 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

Today, we are in a time of expanding globalization with its accompanying 

political and economic interdependence, and are increasingly engaging with new digital 

technologies that bring people all over the world in direct contact with one another. This 

increased contact has the potential to be grounded in an environment of enhanced 

understanding with the help of culturally competent journalists. 

This study was initiated because, despite more than three decades of close 

critique, journalists continue to cover those who are culturally different from themselves 

in ways that often exaggerate differences, distort perspectives, or are simply inaccurate.  

Meanwhile, the concept known as cultural competence has been rising in popularity in a 

number of professions, including health care, social work, psychology, education, 

business, public relations, and governmental organizations. This study has asked whether 

the concept of cultural competence can be applied to journalists and, if so, which factors 

contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of reporters and their news stories. In 

addition, I have examined how new digital technologies, which present themselves in the 

news media within the broader concept of convergence, influence the cultural 

competence of journalists and their news texts. 

The Research Approach 

The clear answer to the question of whether cultural competence can be applied to 

journalists is “yes.” Further, the concept’s dimensions of awareness, knowledge and skills 

could raise the current standards of reporting in a way that would raise journalists’ 
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awareness of their own biases, encourage them to step even further away from them, and 

provide enough context in their news stories that audiences will understand the ways in 

which others make sense of the world. Yet the concept also is fraught with definitional 

flaws and vague empirical measures. A major critique of cultural competence is that it 

tends to essentialize the concept of culture, indicating that people within a particular 

culture have fixed qualities that can be learned by others and taken into account in 

professional settings. The concept does not emphasize the fact that individuals are 

members of many different cultures and that they carry multiple identities within those 

cultures. As scholars in anthropology, feminism, cultural studies, and numerous other 

fields have found, culture is historically situated, de-territorialized, and continually 

evolving due to internal and external influences. It is not a fixed or static entity. Another 

criticism of the concept of cultural competence is that it does not adequately take into 

account the position of and power relations between the professionals seeking to become 

more culturally competent and the people with whom they are interacting. In addition, the 

concept does not address structural issues inherent in our society. 

This study has attempted to address these critiques in a number of ways. The 

definitions of culture on which this research is based are broad and anti-essentialist in 

nature. The definitions state that culture refers broadly to the way in which people make 

sense of their lives (Rosaldo, 1989/1993) and involves webs of meaning in which 

individuals with multiple identities are located (Geertz, 1973). These webs of meaning 

intermingle and a particular individual might be involved with and influenced by many 

different cultures. Also, the knowledge dimension of cultural competence in this study 
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has been conceptualized at two levels: a “macro” level, which includes the relatively 

stable, broad aspects of culture such a common language, shared histories and social, 

political, and economic development, structural issues and certain codes, rituals, beliefs 

and values; and a “micro” level, which includes the complexities, contradictions, and 

multiple identities of individuals within a culture, as well as the deterritorialization and 

ever-changing nature of culture due to internal and external influences. A journalist who 

is striving to be more culturally competent would have to have knowledge of both of 

these levels of culture. She or he also would have to have an awareness of her or his own 

cultural perspectives and biases, as well as the skills necessary to interact appropriately 

and effectively with someone with a different cultural perspective. In addition, a more 

culturally competent journalist would have to have the ability to produce news texts that 

would reflect the awareness, knowledge and skills associated with cultural competence. 

Because of the complex nature of culture and, therefore, cultural competence, this 

study employed a mixed methods approach, which included both quantitative and 

qualitative methods. The qualitative methods were designed to explore the concept of 

cultural competence in new ways by including data collection methods not commonly 

used in previous cultural competence research, such as interviewing news sources and 

employing participant observation and a textual analysis to assess factors that influence 

reporters’ level of cultural competence.  

Positionality and power issues associated with cultural competence were 

addressed by directly asking about students’ awareness of these issues in surveys and 

interviews. The student journalists’ positions also were uncovered in discussions and 
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during observations with them about the neighborhoods they covered. Power issues were 

explored by asking students about these issues and by observing them in relation to 

control over the news narrative. Power relations between the student reporters and their 

sources were addressed through observations and by including news sources’ and 

neighborhood representatives’ assessments of the cultural competence of the reporters 

and their texts in the study’s findings. The inclusion of news sources and neighborhood 

representatives in the research process through in-depth interviews also helped to clarify 

the conceptualization and assessment of a “culturally competent approach” to journalism. 

Key Findings 

Five key factors were found to contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of 

the student journalists and were organized under two broad categories: awareness, 

knowledge, skills and the self, and awareness, knowledge, skills and the other. Three key 

factors emerged under the category of the self and included: awareness of self; awareness 

of the complexity of “insider” or “outsider” status; and use of journalistic ethics, norms 

and routines. Two key factors emerged under the category of the other and included: 

knowledge of the other; and skills and attributes that influence knowledge of the other. 

The data from this study support findings from previous research regarding 

elements related to awareness, knowledge, and skills that influence cultural competence. 

An important new finding supports an expanded knowledge dimension of cultural 

competence in the form of understanding both “macro” and “micro” aspects of particular 

cultures or areas of interest to the professional journalist who is seeking increased 

cultural competence. Another important finding that emerged from this study is that, 
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while many of the attributes and skills uncovered influence cultural competence in 

general, certain attributes and skills need to be emphasized in the case of journalists. 

Three unforeseen findings regarding the cultural competence of journalists that emerged 

were: Cultural competence is a highly complex and sometimes contradictory process 

within which the same individual may seem to be highly competent in some aspects of 

cultural competence and not in others; journalistic norms and routines, which have been 

criticized as narrowing story selection and news coverage in general, can contribute to the 

cultural competence of journalists; and one’s status as an “insider” or an “outsider” is 

both salient and highly complex in the case of journalists. 

The key factors found to influence the cultural competence of journalists 

contained numerous elements, such as developing skills like listening or the ability to 

negotiate an “outsider” status. Multimedia practices that influenced cultural competence 

included increased interactivity among the journalists, news sources, and audiences, as 

well as the added context possible with unlimited space and multimedia storytelling tools. 

It is important to note that the elements within key factors that influence cultural 

competence in many ways overlapped between factors and among elements within 

factors.  

The elements specifically related to factors that contributed to the cultural 

competence of journalists included: having an awareness of one’s own cultural 

perspectives and biases, and developing attributes and skills that lead to more culturally 

competent journalists; being able to negotiate one’s place as an “insider” or “outsider;” 

and using journalistic norms and routines to move away from one’s biases. Culturally 
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competent journalists also would possess “macro” and “micro” knowledge of other 

cultures, harness the potential of multimedia storytelling to provide more context and 

culturally competent coverage, and be able to function effectively in a particular culture. 

They also would spend time in a particular culture and to reflect on their news content, as 

well as use previous experiences with diverse cultures to inform their process of 

becoming more culturally competent. Hindrances to the cultural competence of 

journalists contrasted with or involved the absence of factors and elements that contribute 

to cultural competence. 

Interpretations and Implications 

The implications from the findings in this study are numerous. They include the 

importance of applying cultural competence to journalists and the need for a renewed 

examination of the influences of social construction and social cognition on reporting and 

news coverage. The concept of cultural competence itself also needs to re-examined and 

reinterpreted in some ways in order to be more applicable to the news industry. A 

consideration related to the concept of cultural competence is that it is a process and its 

implications need to be considered for journalists within the context of the current state of 

the news industry, within current news values, ethics, norms, and routines, and in regard 

to multimedia journalism and journalism education. In addition, consideration of 

“insiders,” “outsiders,” and other binary conceptualizations as they relate to cultural 

competence and journalism also need to be addressed. 
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The Importance of Applying Cultural Competence to Journalists 

It is clear from the study’s findings that cultural competence is not only an 

appropriate concept to be applied to journalists and journalism, it is an important one. 

The importance of coverage that presents multiple cultural perspectives and increased 

understanding for audiences cannot be underestimated in today’s world. Evidence about 

the importance of increased understanding through news coverage could be observed in 

students’ preconceptions of the neighborhoods they covered. Many of the students said 

they were anxious about becoming victims of crime in the neighborhoods and some went 

in with extremely negative preconceptions about the communities. Some of these 

preconceptions were formulated by news media coverage of the neighborhoods. While it 

is clear that crime is a problem in some of the communities – and that should not be 

discounted – the students’ view of crime, such as how and when it occurs and to whom, 

as well as exaggerated perceptions of their potential to become a crime victim, indicated 

a lack of understanding of the subject. More importantly, positive aspects of the 

neighborhoods rarely were covered by the mainstream news media, which helped to feed 

the students’ negative preconceptions and later became a source of frustration for some 

students as they came to know the communities. The emphasis on one negative aspect of 

the neighborhoods – crime – indicates that the mainstream news media are not covering 

the complexities of life in the communities. The inability to reflect the complexities of 

life in the neighborhoods indicates a low level of cultural competence. In addition, the 

mainstream media’s representation of the neighborhoods connotes the broad category of 

“bad,” ignoring all of the intricacies and complexities of the community. Journalism as a 
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profession needs to emphasize the need for increased cultural competence in order to 

achieve more nuanced coverage of people and the places where they live. 

Influences of Social Construction and Social Cognition on Reporting and News Coverage 

Evidence of the social construction of reality, schema, and attribution was 

revealed in interviews with students, their news sources, and in news texts. As discussed 

in Chapter 2, Fiske and Taylor wrote that journalists need to be aware of their own group 

schema, role schema, and news schema to avoid falling into biases created by abstracted, 

constructed expectations and are not based on experience with members of the group (pp. 

159-160). Cultural competence comes into play when a reporter is able to represent or 

explain cultural differences and nuances without stereotyping or allowing her or his own 

abstractions about the situation to overly influence the way he or she explains others. Yet, 

in this study some student reporters clearly demonstrated they either were not aware of 

their own abstractions about a situation or individual or were unwilling to separate from 

them during the reporting process. Social construction of reality also was evident in 

remarks by the student reporters and their news sources, as well as in information 

included in their news texts.  

Issues related to social cognition phenomena and social construction could be 

addressed with a more culturally competent approach to journalism. For example, 

stereotypes, which tend to be activated unconsciously, can be controlled by creating 

alternative schemata (Fiske & Taylor, 1984, p. 166) or by becoming aware of and rooting 

out the cognitive and behavioral responses to the stereotyped groups (Moskowitz, 2005, 

p. 512). A culturally competent approach encourages an awareness of one’s biases and 
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could motivate a reporter to seek out alternative schema. In addition, a higher level of 

cognitive complexity on the part of reporters, in which they are able to perceive diversity 

in opinion, grasp ambiguity, and understand that knowledge and values are contextual 

rather than right or wrong, will help them to transcend their own perspectives or to 

question the narrow perspectives of others. Support for the cultural competence of 

journalists also could begin a renewed discussion of issues such as the importance of 

providing multiple perspectives, or providing a more “multiperspectival” approach to 

news, as advocated by Gans (1979/1980). 

Cultural Competence as a Process 

As discussed previously, this study has found that the concept of cultural 

competence is highly complex, not only because it is based on the complicated notion of 

culture, but also because an individual can be highly developed in certain elements of 

cultural competence, yet lack competency in other elements. Competencies also were 

demonstrated at different levels in different situations. In addition, reporters’ self-

perceptions in this study sometimes contradicted the perceptions of their news sources on 

matters such as the journalists’ ability to represent life in the neighborhood or to build 

trust with residents. The student reporters in this study also sometimes self-reported 

attributes such as a desire to learn about other cultures that did not play out in their 

behavior with culturally different “others.” Thus, reporters’ assessments of their attributes 

and abilities need to be tested against other sources of information, including the opinions 

of local residents and people interviewed in news stories. 
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Moreover, factors that contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of 

journalists are not necessarily the same factors that affect their news coverage nor do 

those factors equally influence coverage in the same way. For example, a journalist might 

be aware of multiple perspectives of individuals within a particular culture in a 

community, but might not have time to obtain them. On the other hand, as was found in 

this study, a journalist may have negative perceptions about a particular neighborhood or 

culture, but journalistic norms such as using an objective approach help them to distance 

themselves from their own views and not include them in stories.  

Thus, while the findings in this study indicate that the presence or absence of the 

same factors contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of journalists and their news 

coverage, those factors can play out differently in distinct stages of the news production 

process. The way in which the factors operate in the news production process can have 

different results; a hindering factor of cultural competence can be offset by a contributing 

factor, or a contributing factor can offset a hindering factor. As is argued earlier in this 

study, it is best to consider cultural competence as a non-linear process and to promote a 

“culturally competent approach” for journalists and journalism, with the understanding 

that individual journalists will be located somewhere on a continuum of cultural 

competence and that the location will continually shift depending on time, place, and a 

variety of other factors, including news production factors. The example of the 

differences in the reporting and coverage of the two student groups covering the drug 

culture in the same neighborhood indicates the complexities and myriad of influences on 

their level of cultural competence. 
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Cultural Competence and the State of the News Industry 

Given the current state of the news industry, with its shrinking staffs, struggles to 

incorporate and earn revenue from new technologies, time pressures and constant need 

for news, it is clear that taking the time and having the motivation to move toward 

culturally competent journalism will not be easy – or even a priority. It is possible that 

with proposed funding mechanisms for news organizations, such as Internet service 

providers paying for news content, the demand for higher quality, more culturally 

competent coverage will increase and the time it takes to develop this type of coverage 

will be provided. Also, because multimedia journalistic practices offer the potential for 

more culturally competent news texts, culturally competent coverage is more possible in 

the current industry environment.  

Implications for News Values, Ethics, Norms, and Routines 

Some contributors to cultural competence related to the news industry, such as 

reporting on currently undercovered areas, combating demands such as deadlines, ratings 

and competition, and knowing that one doesn’t know it all and that news texts cannot 

cover it all, run counter to current news values. Thus, aspects of cultural competence run 

against many of the current news values that editors expect from their reporters. These 

expectations include covering neighborhoods and stories that will appeal to the news 

organization’s market base and ensuring reporters comply with deadlines and display 

expertise in a relatively small amount of time even on highly complex topics. One 

implication of this apparent conflict is that news values would have to be re-examined 

with an acceptance of a culturally competent approach to journalism within the 
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profession. Another implication that is argued in this study is that more culturally 

competent journalism needs to include an ability to negotiate the culture of one’s news 

institution, including the possible challenge of its norms, expectations, and market 

demands. 

Journalistic ethics, norms and routines clearly both contributed to and hindered 

the process of cultural competence. Thus, the concept of cultural competence reinforces 

the need to maintain or even strengthen some of these norms, but also serves as a caution 

against over-relying on them. The implication to reinforce journalistic norms should in 

some ways not be surprising, given that the profession’s ethics, norms and routines were 

created to offset assumed biases on the part of reporters (Kovach & Rosenstiel, 

2001/2007, p. 72). In his argument for “multiperspectival” news, Gans (1979/1980) wrote 

30 years ago that the concept of “objectivity” becomes more important in relation to this 

type of coverage, so that journalists remain “free of political intent” (p. 315). Gans also 

wrote that objectivity would “attain a new meaning” in a multiperspectival context, one 

that would mean being “objective only by choosing news from several perspectives” (p. 

315).  

Regarding the finding that journalistic norms help to offset reporters’ biases in 

their interactions with others and, for the most part, in their news texts, it also is likely 

that journalists’ perceptions of a particular culture could have other effects, such as 

limiting the reporters’ movements among individuals within the culture, preventing them 

from accessing knowledgeable sources and presenting alternative storylines. Thus, 

journalistic norms and routines are helpful in moving reporters toward cultural 
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competence, but additional forms of awareness, knowledge and skills are needed in order 

to achieve a higher level of cultural competence in the reporting and news production 

process.  

“Insiders,” “Outsiders,” and Binary Conceptualizations 

Another aspect of the journalistic process related to cultural competence 

uncovered in this study is the notion of “insider” and “outsider” and how reporters 

negotiate this status. Consideration of the complexities of “insiders” and “outsiders” in 

journalism and the development of strategies to mitigate their negative influences is 

important at a time when digital technologies are allowing audiences increased access to 

news from all over the world. Today, foreign nationals are increasingly being hired by 

U.S. news organizations to assist with international news reporting, and foreign reporters 

are even remotely covering local U.S. news for U.S. audiences, as in the case of 

Pasadena, CA. An attempt to grapple with and negotiate an “insider” or “outsider” status 

in this environment would be a helpful development. 

It was clear from the findings that one’s status as an “insider” or “outsider” is 

complicated – one can be both and one’s place on the continuum of this position can 

positively and negatively influence the reporting process. Journalists who clearly are 

“outsiders,” as most are, need to develop strategies to overcome this potential barrier so 

that they can understand a culture, situation, event, person or place as much as possible, 

then translate this understanding to a mass audience, most of whom also are “outsiders.” 

Partly because most audience members are “outsiders,” the profession of journalism 

currently favors the “outsider’s” perspective in news texts. The journalistic norm of 
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objectivity also complicates the reporting process for those with an “insider’s” status, 

since these journalists feel obligated to distance themselves from the very subject they 

know about.  

Dwelling in the Borderlands 

Helping journalists to acknowledge and begin to negotiate their “outsider” status 

and become more culturally competent would move them more toward the state of a 

“specular border intellectual” (JanMohamed, 1992) and “cosmopolitanism” (Appiah, 

2006)  discussed earlier in this study. Becoming more culturally competent also would 

encourage reporters to engage in “border writing” (Hicks, 1988), which is characterized 

by “an attitude on the part of the writer towards more than one culture” (p. 47). As 

journalists locate themselves along the continuum of “insiders” or “outsiders,” as well as 

in the continuum of cultural competence, they would allow themselves to dwell in the 

liminal space of a cultural borderland. Within this space, they would be involved in the 

noble attempt toward understanding for themselves and their audiences, delivering news 

and information in a way that is as representative and unbiased as possible.  

An important paradigmatic shift evident from this study and in the context of 

dwelling in liminal spaces is to move away from binary notions of “objective” and 

“nonobjective,” “insider” and “outsider,” or even “cultural competence” versus “cultural 

incompetence.” It is clear that all of these concepts are complicated enough so that we are 

all both to some degree at the same time - in the same way that “macro” and “micro” 

aspects of culture are operating at the same time. Thinking in terms of process and 

placing ourselves on a continuum needs to be an important part of the discussion of these 
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ideas, as has already been forwarded in the case of cultural competence by Cross et al. 

(1989). This non-binary conceptualization also is aligned with Perry’s (1970) discussion 

of cognitive complexity, the higher levels of which involve the ability move away from 

binary, black-and-white reasoning toward a mental process that can grasp ambiguity and 

perceive context and diversity of opinion. Reporters who were willing to challenge their 

own perspective exhibited this form of cognitive complexity. 

Within the context of moving away from binary or absolute ways of thinking 

comes the question of whether cultural competence can be fully achieved and whether all 

perspectives can be included in all news texts. The clear answer is no, as Gans 

(1979/1980) also has argued. Yet, the attempt to do so in a broader and more complete 

way would move everyone, journalists and audiences alike, toward a better understanding 

of one another. In addition, the feedback, interactivity, and interconnectedness available 

through digital technologies can support the process of increased understanding.  

Another implication of dwelling in the borders and engaging in what Gans 

(1979/1980) called “multiperspectival” news is a challenge to journalism’s traditional 

role of maintaining social order. The example offered earlier about the neighborhood 

local girl who dropped out of high school and was proud she had a job raises the question 

of whether all people in the United States must graduate from high school. A journalist 

considering this question might wonder whether inclusion of this perspective in news 

texts might alienate a mostly middle-class news audience. I would argue that the issue 

should not be reduced to whether to reject or omit certain perspectives that might 

challenge a middle-class mindset, but to include as many perspectives as possible and 
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allow the audience to decide. Allowing the audience to decide has always been a norm of 

journalism, but always within societal limits. Would the inclusion of more perspectives in 

news texts lead to cultural relativity? Are all perspectives legitimate? I would argue that 

journalists and their audiences can move past their perspectives and consider alternative 

ways of making sense of the world without necessarily abandoning their values. 

Other Implications of the Research 

This study uncovered findings with other implications for the field of journalism. 

One finding provided support for the possibility that increased experience with culturally 

different “others” contributes to cultural competence. Another finding indicated that 

student journalists with a strong connection to their cultural background had an 

awareness of the influence of culture on their thinking, behavior, and interactions – 

another contributor to cultural competence. Both of these findings have implications for 

hiring practices for news organizations. Yet, the student journalists also reported a 

lessening of the influence of their own cultural backgrounds on the way they think and 

act by the end of the semester. The difference could be attributed to the influence of the 

students’ direct experience with diverse cultures in the neighborhoods and the perception 

that their backgrounds were having less of an impact on their reporting than their own 

experiences. The implication of these findings is that news organizations should provide 

adequate cultural competence training for journalists and encourage them to interact with 

culturally different “others” as a way to achieve more culturally competent news 

coverage.  
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Another implication from the study involves the generally positive coverage of 

the neighborhoods produced by the students as part of the multimedia course. A question 

might be whether the relatively positive coverage represents an important counterbalance 

to the relatively negative coverage of the neighborhoods produced by the mainstream 

news media. On the surface, it would seem so, yet the complexities seen in this study 

reveal that it would be beneficial not to think in binary terms such as “positive” or 

“negative” coverage, but to think in terms of representing the complexities of the 

neighborhoods as completely as possible. This goal implies that news texts could be 

positive, negative, neutral, or positive and negative. The neighborhoods are places where 

all of these attributes exist.  

The study also found support for previous research findings that oppressed, 

essentialized groups sometimes essentialize themselves, such as a reporter not being 

“black enough” in certain neighborhoods or local residents noting that they live in the 

“Badlands.” This tendency to essentialize on the part of neighborhood residents is a 

reminder of Allport’s (1954) notion of cognitive “least effort” and how it leads to group 

categorizing and a “belief in essence” (p. 174). It also presents a complicated bias that 

journalists, particularly those from groups that are essentialized, need to negotiate. This 

complication, however, also can be an opportunity to raise journalists’ and their editors’ 

awareness of their own possible tendencies to essentialize others. It also is important to 

remember that Moskowitz (2005) has argued that stereotyping can be challenged with a 

high level of motivation and cognitive effort, as well as through individual examples that 

refute a stereotype. Thus, enlightened, culturally competent news organizations can 
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support the process of refuting stereotypes by encouraging their reporters and editors to 

wrestle with their own perspectives and other concepts associated with cultural 

competence, as well as to allow time and training to gain the awareness, knowledge, and 

skills necessary to make good decisions during breaking news situations. Journalists 

should be encouraged to place evidence that refutes stereotypes in their news stories.  

Implications Related to Multimedia Journalism 

This study found that multimedia journalistic practices provided the potential to 

move journalists and their news texts toward more cultural competence. Yet new 

technologies also have greater speed and have power to distort and mislead (Kovach & 

Rosenstiel, 2001/2007, p. 166). Aspects of fixity and fluidity related to representation in a 

multimedia context are potential contributors to this potential to mislead and also 

complicate journalists’ news texts. Regarding fluidity, it is not clear how a reporter’s 

representation of the subject will be received by others accessing the site. Regarding 

fixity of texts, aspects of fixity were evident in the news texts of the student journalists 

participating in this study. For example, in the case of the active drug addicts interviewed 

on camera, the addicts’ stories and identities represented in the students’ news texts will 

become fixed in time; it is not clear how those interviewed will relate to their present 

situation at a later time.  

In addition, the advent of blogging has added a new dimension to the journalistic 

process, allowing reporters to move away from a strict journalistic voice and format and 

toward a more personal mode of communication with their audiences. This new mode 

allows more transparency into the reporting process, as well as a way for journalists to 
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reveal their positions that can inform audiences about their potential perspectives. It also 

offers a way for additional perspectives to be heard, since users can comment on a 

reporter’s blog posting. This possibility supports findings by Fursich (2002), who argued 

that news texts cannot realistically include all representations, thus journalists need to 

create ways to reveal conditions of production and methods “to allow for a possible range 

of decodings” (p. 72). Yet news organizations in some cases have reacted negatively to 

this new level of openness, believing it needs to be tempered with the industry’s 

requirement of maintain journalistic objectivity and credibility. A number of news 

organizations have begun drafting new ethical guidelines related to blogs and other 

journalistic digital communication, with the concern that damaging statements about the 

news organization or unseemly comments from the journalists will affect the credibility 

of the institution. The need for credibility on the part of the organization should be 

balanced with the need of audiences to learn more about, add their voice to, and interact 

with the journalistic process. 

Implications for Journalism Education 

A number of the findings have implications for journalism education, particularly 

for community journalism, international journalism, and multimedia journalism 

education. The major implication is that a culturally competent approach to journalism 

should become a topic of discussion in journalism courses. The discussions also could be 

framed to pursue a new professional norm of understanding, both on the part of the 

journalists and their audiences. 
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Awareness of self and knowledge of the other, not just skills, would be taught and 

encouraged with the journalism students. Classroom discussions associated with cultural 

competence would focus on the social construction of reality and aspects of social 

cognition theories such as schema, attribution, and cognitive complexity, which would 

provide the framework for discussing one’s perception of “reality” and how perceptions 

might differ depending upon one’s social experiences. This increased awareness would 

provide the foundation for discussions of the next two dimensions of a culturally 

competent approach to journalism, knowledge of the other and skills necessary to move 

toward more culturally competent reporting and news texts. For example, while 

journalism students are taught the importance of listening skills, a culturally competent 

approach would ask them first to examine their own perspectives so that they could take 

those perspectives into account while listening to someone else, then try to remove their 

own filters as the person is speaking. Another way to emphasize a culturally competent 

approach to journalism would be to discuss the importance of not just “macro” 

knowledge, but also “micro” knowledge (and vice versa). 

Another finding of this study is that few student reporters had knowledge of the 

history and socio-political context of neighborhoods they covered. Without this kind of 

knowledge, culturally competent news coverage is nearly impossible. In addition, while 

many students produced stories that revealed “micro” knowledge of the neighborhoods 

though nuanced news pieces, the need for “macro” level knowledge could be more 

strongly emphasized in any news reporting classes. Thus, educators need to consider how 

to help students gain this type of knowledge. 
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Multimedia Journalism Practices as Taught in the Classroom 

Multimedia journalism can be taught as a way to encourage more cultural 

competence. Journalism students can be taught to use the strength of each medium to 

provide important “macro” and “micro” contexts about a culture or topic area for their 

audiences. Students also could be taught to use the power of multimedia storytelling to 

provide important context and lead audiences toward more understanding. The 

discussions of the implications of multimedia news coverage in the classroom also could 

include the concepts of fluidity and fixity.  

One of the findings in this study indicates that, as journalism students rush to 

learn new visual storytelling techniques such video and multimedia, the more traditional 

print-style type of storytelling, which focuses on writing and uses a longer, more detailed 

and complex text-based format, seems to be less relevant. This raises the question of the 

significance of complex and detailed written texts within the new multimedia 

environment. Online writing emphasizes an extremely concise writing style, replete with 

bullets and lists that audiences can quickly scan. But, in the case of journalism, many 

news events and stories will require not only the additional context that multimedia 

storytelling provides, but also writing that can efficiently convey complex information. 

Journalism educators will want to consider how they can reinforce the value of text 

reporting and possibly require that all of their students to not only learn audio and video 

technologies, but also write in a way that reflects complex understandings. Learning to 

write so that audiences can achieve complex understandings should be required of 

broadcast and photojournalism students, who seem less inclined to learn to write in this 
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way compared with print and magazine students who are learning new visual storytelling 

techniques.  

Another finding from the study is that the students themselves do not seem to 

understand the accessibility of their news coverage to the public. Many of the students 

told sources in the field that the resulting news piece was for a class, yet the pieces 

actually are available on the World Wide Web and thus accessible to people. Journalism 

educators need to impress upon the students that the pieces for the course are available on 

the Web, and, moreover, that they are ethically bound to inform their news sources of 

this. In addition, news sources’ knowledge that the news pieces will be available on the 

Web increases the chances that they will read and possibly interact with the reporters 

regarding the coverage. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

A number of recommendations emerged as a result of this study. The first set of 

recommendations outlined below relate to strategies designed to achieve a culturally 

competent approach to journalism. The second set is focused on recommendations for 

journalism education. 

Recommendations to Achieve a Culturally Competent Approach to Journalism 

News organizations across the world should strive toward a new norm of 

understanding of themselves and others through a culturally competent approach to news. 

This approach would involve investing in cultural competence training for key reporters 

and editors to develop the awareness, “macro” and “micro” knowledge of people, places, 

and issues, and specific skills to move toward more culturally competent news coverage. 
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It is understood that this call to achieve more culturally competent news is coming at a 

time when traditional news organizations are experiencing tremendous financial burdens 

and institutional challenges due to the shift to digital technologies. Yet, as I have found in 

this study, digital technologies and multimedia journalism have the potential to contribute 

to culturally competent journalism. Achieving more culturally competent journalism 

would require the relatively small investment of training key reporters and editors in this 

area. Moreover, it is quite likely that the ability to provide more culturally competent 

coverage would make news organizations more competitive in an increasingly globalized 

environment. 

 It is time to support the call for strong journalistic ethics, norms and routines in 

line with our new understandings of these principles and standards: while “objectivity” is 

impossible for human beings to achieve, journalists (and scholars as well) still can strive 

for an “objective approach.” A call for strong standards in order to move toward 

culturally competent journalism is important at a time when the profession’s standards 

are falling under scrutiny due to the increasing examination of the role of journalism in 

the public discourse and the emergence of new forms of reporting, such as citizen 

journalism and blogging. Yet merely relying on journalistic ethics, norms, and routines 

does not mean that there will be more culturally competent journalism. As we have seen 

in this study, reporters need to be highly motivated and need to move beyond sources and 

mere assumptions of accuracy and truth claims in order to move toward culturally 

competent coverage. After all, the standard of objectivity has been a part of the 
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journalism profession for 100 years, so if an attempt at objectivity is all that is needed, 

journalists would be providing more culturally competent in their coverage today.  

Building trust with culturally different “others” and being able to represent them 

in news texts are important skills for culturally competent journalism. One way 

journalists could become more competent in these areas would be to seek feedback 

during interviews and after texts are published to ensure their stories represented the 

complexities of the cultures they were covering. The more reporters are able to represent 

such complexities, the more trust they will gain from people within the particular culture.  

In addition, time constraints that hinder the process of cultural competence should 

be managed, although time management is clearly a challenge in today’s news 

environment. One recommendation is to deal with reporters’ time at two levels: in the 

field and in the news production process. Creating small, separate news units to produce 

stories that are longer and more feature-oriented, and can be given time to cover is one 

way to negotiate the time needed to build trust and knowledge in the field. This smaller 

unit strategy is one that news organizations have used for decades in order to cover 

investigative pieces and in-depth news features, and it is one that is slowly moving to 

news Web sites. For example, videographer and reporter Adam Ellick is one of several 

videographer-journalists who is free to explore story ideas and create long-format video 

pieces about culturally diverse communities or other features for The New York Times 

Web site. A recent piece by Ellick featured a former university professor’s ability to 

move off of the local electric grid in upstate New York (Ellick, 2009). This small unit 

strategy is one that can be used by larger news organizations throughout the country and 
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world to cover communities and features that are otherwise undercovered by the 

mainstream news media. Importantly, the pieces are produced free from the usual time 

constraints imposed by the typical online newsroom.   

Asking senior reporters for early retirement has been a strategy to cut newsroom 

costs used by many organizations. The fallout is that a great deal of “macro” and “micro” 

knowledge and reporting competence in specific beats is lost with the loss of these 

particular journalists. I would argue that these journalists need to be maintained – even as 

freelancers – to write longer, in-depth pieces that would reflect their awareness, 

knowledge, and skills about a community. The Pew Project for Excellence in Journalism 

noted in its State of the News Media 2009 report that due to the efficient distribution 

capabilities of the Web, power is shifting to the individual journalist and away, by 

degrees, from journalistic institutions (Pew Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2009). 

The Pew report stated that “consumers are gravitating to the work of individual writers 

and voices, and away somewhat from institutional brand” (p. 1). Journalists who have left 

legacy news organizations also are attracting funding to create their own Websites (Pew 

Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2009). It would behoove news organizations to 

retain some of these well-recognized journalists and count on them to produce complex, 

culturally competent news coverage. Further, the senior reporters could receive additional 

cultural competence training that would hone their ability to report on their beats, and 

their stories could be linked to related breaking news stories in order to move toward the 

goal of better understanding on the part of the audience. Training only a few reporters 
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would reduce costs, yet yield the news organization the benefits and expertise of more 

culturally competent reporters on its staff. 

In a similar vein, reporters and editors who have received cultural competence 

training or who demonstrate cultural competence could be hired, either as full-time staff 

writers or freelancers, to cover particular beats such as community news or international 

coverage. These journalists and editors would be similar to the senior reporters discussed 

earlier; their pieces – which would be designed to promote understanding – would be 

linked to related breaking news stories. Other news beats also could employ a culturally 

competent approach with the use of these specially trained journalists. For example, 

reporters trained in cultural competence could help audiences achieve an understanding 

about the culture of Wall Street, which helped lead the global economy into a meltdown 

in the Fall of 2008. 

Strategies to move toward culturally competent news production and coverage, 

such as acknowledging the complexities of “insider” and “outsider” status, as well as 

developing ways to negotiate the advantages and disadvantages of both, could benefit all 

reporters in the newsroom. Also, an over-reliance on journalistic norms could be 

discouraged and identified as a hindrance to coverage that would help to achieve 

understanding. In addition, multimedia storytelling should be used to its fullest potential 

to move news organizations’ coverage more toward cultural competence. A multitude of 

perspectives should be sought and featured – more perspectives than current norms allow. 

Reporters should be encouraged to loosen their control over a story’s narrative to allow 

for more voices, and they could be encouraged to increase transparency by discussing 
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their position and the reporting process with their readers in Jblogs. This transparency can 

be achieved while maintaining the credibility of the reporter and the news organization. 

Lastly, reporters could be encouraged to negotiate the culture of the news organization 

itself by working toward more culturally competent coverage even in the face of tight 

deadlines and current news norms.  

I would further recommend that journalism as a profession fully examine its 

current news values and to make “understanding” a new part of journalistic norms. This 

understanding would apply not just to the goals of the news stories, but also to the 

journalists as professionals in their attempt to learn their beats. The profession also needs 

to seriously examine its need for more representation of diverse cultures, with culture 

being broadly defined as it is in this study, as the way in which people make sense of 

their lives. While the Kerner Commission and media scholars such as Gans have been 

calling for more diversity in newsrooms for decades, it must be understood that increased 

diversity in the newsroom’s reporters should not refer only to gender and ethnicity. Other 

considerations, such as language skills, class, sexual orientation, religious or 

philosophical views should be taken into account. A more diverse newsroom also should 

not be interpreted as automatically resulting in better representation in news texts – that is 

an oversimplified view. Instead, awareness, knowledge, and skills associated with 

cultural competence should be sought in order to achieve better cultural representation in 

the news. Increased diversity in newsrooms should continue to be encouraged since it can 

open up dialogue within newsrooms and with news audiences; it increases the ability for 

journalists to learn from one another and ultimately expand the public sphere. 
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Recommendations for Journalism Education 

This study clarifies a number of needs in journalism education related to cultural 

competence and multimedia journalism. One recommendation relates to the need for 

journalism education programs to develop curricula to include a culturally competent 

approach to journalism. This research has demonstrated that the concept of cultural 

competence needs to be re-conceptualized so that it reflects the complexity of culture and 

can be tailored specifically to journalists. The curricula related to cultural competence 

would emphasize the need for awareness of one’s perspectives and attributes and skills 

associated with the concept, as well as a requirement that “macro” and “micro” 

knowledge of a culture be a goal of reporting. The curricula could be designed along the 

taxonomy of awareness of self and knowledge of the other and would stress the need for 

better understanding on the part of the journalists and for their audiences as its goal. 

Journalism educators also should consider tailoring their courses to include 

aspects of border pedagogy (Aronowitz & Giroux, 1991), which asks students to “cross 

over into realms of meaning – maps of knowledge, social relations, and values that are 

increasingly being negotiated and re-written” (p. 119). Understanding that maps of 

knowledge and meaning vary for different individuals intermingling within a variety of 

cultures, and that these meanings are continually being re-negotiated, is an important 

aspect of becoming more culturally competent. Border pedagogy also would allow future 

journalists to fill in gaps of misunderstanding between cultures, as well as “articulate 

their nature and structures” (JanMohamed, 1992, p. 114). Becoming border crossers 

would better prepare future journalists to take on the role of promoting understanding – 
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both their own and those of their audiences. Reporters can share about their process of 

coming to understand others in their Jblogs, and they can include important context and 

nuances in their news texts about the lives of individuals at a particular place and time.  It 

also would be acceptable for journalists to reveal in these Jblogs “an awareness of one’s 

lack of competence” with particular individuals and cultures (Dean, 2001, p. 624).  

New multimedia journalism courses would emphasize the strengths of various 

media to maximize the potential of storytelling methods and provide more context in 

news pieces. Also, the strengths of print-style reporting should be emphasized in 

multimedia courses, and students with few writing skills should be required to develop 

these skills in the same way that students with writing skills are now required to pick up 

cameras and editing equipment. Multimedia journalism courses also could emphasize the 

need to include a multitude of perspectives, which would move a text toward a more 

cultural competence. Providing a multitude of perspectives is possible with the unlimited 

space now available on the Web. 

Multimedia journalism courses also could more strongly emphasize the need for 

students to interact with their audiences and encourage this process by requiring the 

students to write blogs about their reporting process and encouraging the students to tell 

sources and readers where and how to find the news texts and blogs on  the Web. 

Converged journalism classes also could consider having students find or produce longer, 

more culturally competent news texts about their subjects, then link them to features or 

breaking news stories about a related issue or area. 
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Recommendations on Assessing the Cultural Competence of Journalists 

Assessments regarding the cultural competence of journalists can be discussed in 

terms of the two main categories outlined in this study: awareness of self and knowledge 

of the other. Both categories are influenced by the five key factors related to the culture 

competence of journalists: awareness of self; awareness of the complexity of “insider” or 

“outsider” status; use of journalistic ethics, norms and routines; knowledge of the other; 

and skills and attributes that influence knowledge of the other (See Table 4 below).  

Given the findings uncovered through these data, it is clear that there is a need to 

change the proposed operational definition of the cultural competence of journalists 

offered at the start of this study. The data supported some elements within the proposed 

operational definition, including the notion that more culturally competent journalists 

should have knowledge of both “macro” and “micro” aspects of a particular culture. But 

it also was evident from the research that the operational definition originally proposed 

needed to be altered. For example, certain attributes and skills that influence cultural 

competence should be emphasized in the case of reporters and news coverage. Thus, a 

new dimension particular to journalists was added to the operational definition (See Table 

5 below). In addition, the research showed that elements that had been included in a 

particular dimension of cultural competence in the proposed definition needed to be 

added to a new or different dimension. For example, being open-minded and mature were 

elements of the “awareness” dimension in the proposed operational definition; they were 

moved to the “attributes and skills” dimension in the new operational definition outlined 

in Table 5. Lastly, new factors related to cultural competence uncovered from these data, 
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such as negotiation of “insider” and “outsider” status and use of journalistic ethics, 

norms, and routines, were folded into the dimensions of awareness, knowledge, and 

attributes and skills.  

An understanding of the dimensions and influences on the cultural competence of 

journalists can be used to discuss and assess the level of cultural competence in reporters. 

These dimensions are provided in the following table. In order to fully determine the 

level of cultural competence in reporters and their news coverage, a revised operational 

definition for the cultural competence of journalists also is outlined below. 
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Table 4: Dimensions and Influences on the Cultural Competence of Journalists 
 

 
AWARENESS OF SELF 

 

Understanding the complexity of 
culture 

Having an awareness of one’s position, cultural 
perspectives and biases; 

 
Awareness of one’s position and 

increased transparency with 
multimedia journalism practices 

 

 

Attributes and skills that lead to increased 
awareness and more culturally competent 

journalists 

Willingness to challenge one’s cultural 
perspectives 

  
Not “knowing it all 

 
AWARENESS OF THE COMPLEXITY OF 
“INSIDER” OR AN “OUTSIDER” STATUS 

 

Using the advantages of being an “insider” 
Able to negotiate “outsider” status 

  
Having an ability to overcome biases of others 

  
Grappling as “insiders” and “outsiders” 

 
USE OF JOURNALISTIC ETHICS, NORMS, 

AND ROUTINES 
 

Striving for an objective approach 

Relying on journalistic ethics, norms, and 
routines 

 
Relying on other journalistic ethics, norms and 
routines, such as giving “voice to the voiceless” 

  
Having an ability to  negotiate the culture of 

journalism  institutional influences by employing 
alternative storylines and understanding the 

limitations of news texts 
 

 
KNOWLEDGE OF OTHER 

 

Understanding the cultures’ historical 
and political and socio-economic 

context 

Developing a “macro” knowledge of the culture  

 
Ability to communicate in local 

languages 
 

Recognizing nuances, contradictions, 
various perspectives 

Developing “micro” knowledge of the culture 

 
Grasping similarities and differences 
within the culture and among various 

cultures 
 

Historical and contextual information 
able to be provided; also more  

available through Web research 

Multimedia news practices have the potential to 
contribute to more culturally competent news 

coverage 

 
Students more open to multimedia 

journalism 
 

News sources have more opportunity 
to speak for themselves 

 
Increased interactivity for additional 

context, voices 
 

Understanding audience due to the 
availability of more direct information 

about site users 
 

SKILLS AND ATTRIBUTES THAT 
INFLUENCE KNOWLEDGE OF THE 

OTHER 
 

Being open-minded, friendly, having 
empathy and respect for residents, 

being adaptive, confident, and able to 
communicate effectively and 

appropriately 

Ability to function appropriately and effectively 
in the culture 
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Table 4: Dimensions and Influences on the Cultural Competence of Journalists 
(continued) 
 
  

SKILLS AND ATTRIBUTES THAT 
INFLUENCE KNOWLEDGE OF THE 

OTHER (continued) 
 

 Ability to conduct thorough research 
on diverse areas and cultures 

Developing attributes and skills specific to 
knowledge of the other and more culturally 

competent journalists 

 
Able to be persistent, leave one’s 

comfort zone, be motivated to seek 
diverse contacts, develop a comfort 

level in the culture, build trust and have 
close interactions with residents, listen 

 
Ability to represent the culture in news 
texts to reflect awareness, “macro” and 

“micro” knowledge, and cultural 
competence skills 

 
Few or no perspectives omitted 

 
Understanding of power issues relative 

to journalists and their sources 
 

Spending time in the culture 
Spending Time 

 
Spend time reflecting on news texts 

produced 
 

Vary the time reporters go into 
community to report to gain contact 

with different sources and stories 
 

Years of study in a non-English 
language  

Previous Experience 

 
Previous interactions with people with 

cultural perspectives different from 
their own 

 
In news reporting in internships and on campus 

newspapers 
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Table 5: Refined Operational Definition with Factors Related to the Cultural 
Competence of Journalists Folded into Dimensions of Awareness, Knowledge, and 
Attributes and Skills 
 

 
 

Awareness  
 

 
 

Knowledge 

 
 

Attributes and Skills 

 
Attributes and Skills to be 

Emphasized for More 
Culturally Competent 

Journalists 
 

One’s own position 
and cultural 

perspectives, biases 
Understanding that one 
is raised in a particular 

culture with a language, 
history, power 

 
Understanding that 
cultures continually 
change, factors that 

historically and 
presently influence a 

culture, and the impact 
of change on 
individuals 

Awareness of potential 
power issues assoc 
with sources and 

journalists 
Acknowledgement that 
journalists ultimately 
control the type and 
content within news 

texts 
 

Few interruptions when 
interviewing 

 
Use of lengthy and 

accurate quotations by 
news sources 

 
High level of use of 

audio and video clips 
with news sources 

speaking with their own 
voices 

 
 

 
Specifics of the 

“macro” aspects of 
particular cultures 

Knowledge of 
language(s) 

 
Knowledge of the 
cultures’ history, 

political, economic, 
and power relations, 
and certain beliefs 

and values, including 
religious beliefs 

 
Previous 

experiences, such as 
years of study in a 

non-English 
language, previous 
interactions with 

people with cultural 
perspectives 

different from their 
own, and previous 
experience in news 

reporting  
 

Specifics of cultural 
nuances, or the 

“micro” aspects of 
particular cultures 
Diversity and type of 
(official versus non-
official) and diverse 

range of news 
sources interviewed 

 
 

 
Attributes and skills to 

interact effectively 
and appropriately in a 

way that 
acknowledges the 

complexities involved 
in intercultural 
communication 

“Open” verbal and non-
verbal communication, 

such as friendliness 
 

Reflecting upon the 
intercultural experience, 

and relaxed body 
language 

 
Open-mindedness (e.g., 

non-stereotypical 
discussion of news 

sources and the culture) 
 

Self-confidence, (e.g., 
ability to approach 
news sources with 

relative ease); 
 

Maturity, (e.g., even-
tempered,  respectful)  

 
Clarity of verbal and 

non-verbal 
communication, a lack 

of communication 
miscues 

 
 

 
Attributes and skills to 
interact effectively and 
appropriately with new 

sources in a way that 
acknowledges the 

complexities involved in 
intercultural 

communication 
Ability to challenge one’s 

own perspectives, challenge 
stereotypes in general, 

understand one’s limits, and 
learn from news sources 

 
Inquisitiveness 

 
Listening attentively 

 
Production of news texts 

that represent the 
complexities of life in the 

culture 
Non-stereotypical language 
in news texts and level of 

contextualization of story in 
the form of background 

information on people or 
issue and use of photographs 

and video 
 

Understanding perspective 
offered is that of one person 

or a particular group of 
people and does not 

necessarily reflect the view 
of everyone who participates 

in the culture 
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Table 5: Refined Operational Definition with Factors Related to the Cultural 
Competence of Journalists Folded into Dimensions of Awareness, Knowledge, and 
Attributes and Skills (continued) 
 

 
 

Awareness  
 

 
 

Knowledge 

 
 

Attributes and Skills 

 
Attributes and Skills to 

be Emphasized for 
More Culturally 

Competent Journalists 

 
Awareness of the 

complexities involved 
in intercultural 
communication 
Use of culturally 

sensitive language when 
speaking to news 

sources 
 
 

 
Specifics of cultural 

nuances, or the 
“micro” aspects of 
particular cultures 

(cont’d) 
Knowledge of the 
specific influences 

within and outside of a 
culture that are 
historically and 

presently contributing to 
its continual evolution 

and change 
 

Grasping the similarities 
and differences between 

cultural perspectives 
(i.e., comparing cultural 

“maps”) 
 

 
Ability to empathize 

with others 
Type of approach, 

questions, and responses 
(e.g., not taking too 

much time if the person 
is in a hurry, or  not 
asking aggressive 

questions on sensitive 
subjects) 

 
Remaining open 
toward divergent 

cultural experiences 
Motivation to interact 

with culturally different 
“others,” (e.g., little 

hesitation to approach 
those with different 

cultural perspectives) 
 

Level of connection and 
trust built  

 
Comfort level in the 

culture 
 

Seeking out interviews 
and news stories that 
relate to people and 
communities within 

cultures different from 
those of the student 

 
Showing interest in 
culture or person’s 

perspective 
 

Demonstrating 
flexibility or ability to 
easily adapt and deal 

with differences  

 
Attributes and skills to 
interact effectively and 

appropriately with 
new sources in a way 

that acknowledges the 
complexities involved 

in intercultural 
communication 

(cont’d) 
Writing a wide variety 

of stories 
 

Using a wide variety of 
sources in stories 

 
Ability to reflect the 
source’s perspective 

 
Understanding news 
texts cannot tell the 

complete story and/or 
they can only tell part of 

the story 
 

Negotiation of 
“insider” or an 

“outsider” status 
Ability to negotiate 

“outsider” status 
 

Using the advantages of 
being an “insider” 

 
Ability to overcome 
biases against them 

 
Negotiation of time 
Spending time with 
people in the culture 

 
Spending time reflecting 

on news texts 
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Table 5: Refined Operational Definition with Factors Related to the Cultural 
Competence of Journalists Folded into Dimensions of Awareness, Knowledge, and 
Attributes and Skills (continued) 
 

 
 

Awareness  
 

 
 

Knowledge 

 
 

Attributes and Skills 

 
Attributes and Skills to be 

Emphasized for More 
Culturally Competent 

Journalists 
   

Remaining open 
toward divergent 

cultural experiences 
(cont’d) 

Avoiding judgment in 
general, and using 
culturally sensitive 

language within and 
outside of person’s 

presence 

 
Negotiation of time 

(cont’d) 
Varying the time reporters go 
into community to report to 
gain contact with different 

sources and stories 
 

Negotiation of journalistic 
ethics, norms, and routines 

Striving for an objective 
approach  

 
Using other norms such as 

giving “voice to the voiceless” 
and interacting in a 

professional manner with news 
sources 

 
Strong reporting skills 

encouraged by norms and 
routines, such as conducting 

thorough research on a culture, 
persistency, willingness to 

leave one’s comfort zone, not 
“knowing it all” 

 
Negotiation of institutional 

influences 
Ability to negotiate 

institutional influences, such 
as editorial constraints 

 
Ability to produce alternative 

storylines 
 

Understanding the limitations 
of news texts 
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Table 5: Refined Operational Definition with Factors Related to the Cultural 
Competence of Journalists Folded into Dimensions of Awareness, Knowledge, and 
Attributes and Skills (continued) 
 

 
 

Awareness  
 

 
 

Knowledge 

 
 

Attributes and Skills 

 
Attributes and Skills to 

be Emphasized for 
More Culturally 

Competent Journalists 
    

Harnessing the 
potential of new 

multimedia 
journalistic practices 
Providing “macro” and 

“micro” context for 
news stories in a way 

that approaches “thicker 
description” of a 

particular culture;  this 
includes an 

understanding of the 
strengths and 
weaknesses of 

multimedia storytelling 
 

Having news sources 
speak for themselves in 

news stories, thereby 
shifting power through 
control of the narrative 

toward the news sources 
 

Understanding the news 
audience and tailoring 
content accordingly 

 
Increasing transparency 
of the reporting process 

through Jblogs 
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Limitations and Future Research 

This study was based on a case study of one multimedia urban journalism course 

at one U.S. university. Its findings may not be generalizable to all news organizations, 

nor to all undergraduate journalism programs operating in the U.S. However, the findings 

are useful in order to examine the theoretical propositions within the concept of cultural 

competence. Also, the undergraduate students researched in the case study could be 

considered typical undergraduate journalism students and the sample of more than 200 

students participating in the study was relatively large. Nevertheless, the study was 

focused on exploring the cultural competence of journalists in an in-depth fashion rather 

than examining the concept using a broad sample. Thus, the study is able to provide 

useful information related to journalism education programs. In addition, the study 

included an in-depth, qualitative examination of the data, which provided a rich 

interrogation of the factors that help or hinder the process of cultural competence for 

journalists. 

Some of the findings in this study deserve further research, including an 

investigation into the relationship between previous cross-cultural experiences and 

cultural competence, as well as the potential of multimedia storytelling to increase 

understanding for audiences about culturally different “others.” The latter topic would 

involve audience reception research and would be best addressed in a separate study. 

Another area of further research would examine how time constraints could best be 

managed in multimedia newsrooms, starting with a look at strategies currently underway 

such as The New York Times videographer/journalist project. 
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Future research also could investigate how influencing factors of cultural 

competence operate in individuals, including to what extent these factors influence a 

person’s interactions with news sources and news coverage compared with other factors. 

This type of investigation could aid in the important task of weighing the importance of 

certain factors versus others that contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of 

journalists. It would be useful to continue to field test how factors that influence cultural 

competence operate, as well as to assess reporters’ level of cultural competence in 

interviews with their sources. 

In addition, it is important to note that I was not able to be present for the entire 

production process of news texts since many of the students created the texts outside of 

the multimedia lab. Future research could involve ethnographic study of the production 

process to determine more definitively which influencing factors of cultural competence 

operate as texts are produced. An important area of investigation would examine how 

factors that contribute to or hinder the cultural competence of journalists and their news 

coverage operate during discrete stages of the news production process. An examination 

of the influence of “insider” reporters on the production process also would be valuable. 

Future studies also could examine potential institutional constraints posed by 

advertisers, audience markets, newsroom cultures, or editors. These potential constraints 

were not a significant part of the student reporters’ experience with the multimedia lab. A 

study of a professional newsroom could explore these influences. Another area of future 

research related to multimedia journalism would involve additional study of 

representation in a multimedia context – specifically, how individuals and particular 
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cultures are affected by aspects of fixity and fluidity. For example, would a particular 

culture, which is continually evolving and being affected by a myriad of influences, 

become reified through aspects of fixity in a multimedia environment?  

Lastly, another important area of study related to journalism education would 

examine whether print-style reporting and news coverage are being under-emphasized in 

current multimedia undergraduate journalism courses. Such a study has implications for 

the profession, since audiences might be deprived of complex and detailed news and 

information that is most accessible through such a print-based format. An important part 

of the study would examine whether students studying multimedia see the benefits of 

print news formats and use the complex and detailed text news pieces in their multimedia 

projects. Another area to examine is whether broadcast and photojournalism students are 

required to write at the same level in which magazine and news editorial students are 

required to lean visual storytelling equipment and skills. 

Final Thoughts 

It is clear that moving toward a more culturally competent approach to journalism 

and using multimedia formats to support this approach would benefit the profession. 

Initiating a culturally competent approach to journalism would promote a new norm for 

the profession: a new norm of understanding. Journalists today should strive not just for 

an objective approach that promotes a distancing and accuracy, but for a culturally 

competent approach that promotes understanding. 

This case study also provides new meaning for what it means to be a journalist: 

one who dwells in the borderlands, or one who occupies the liminal space of the border 
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crosser or the specular border intellectual. With a more complex, cosmopolitan 

understanding of the world, it is possible that audiences would be less likely to strongly 

adhere to underlying or explicit ideologies that narrowly define others or promote 

limited, self-interested goals. In our increasingly interconnected world, there can be no 

better goal for the journalistic profession today.  
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End Notes

                                                 
1 The term “other” is used consistently in scholarly texts, particularly regarding issues related to 
representation. It is used in this study not to create an oversimplified, binary between the “Self” of the 
researcher or journalist and the “Other,” or the person who is being represented in scholarly or news texts. 
On the contrary, this study is arguing that, while there may be differences in perspectives between 
individuals, those differences are based on constructed different ways of making sense of the world and 
they should be contextualized as such. 
 
2 The students in the academic years 2006-2007 and 2007-2008 selected the neighborhoods they would 
cover as long as they was considered by the professors to be underserved by the mainstream media. 
However, the professors changed the policy in mid-2008 because they found that the students tended to 
select neighborhoods in which they felt comfortable. Starting Summer 2008, the students were assigned the 
neighborhoods they covered for the course. 
 
3 As of February 11, 2009, there were 10,902 page views to the course Web site with an average of 2.73 
pages viewed during the visit. There were 68.6% new visits within the same time frame. The number of 
visitors recorded is artificially low, since data collection by Google Analytics began only five months 
earlier, in September 2008, while the Web site has been operating since 2004. Within the same time frame, 
there were 68.6% (n=2,741) new visits. One third of the visitors (31.37%, n=1,253) were returning visitors. 
More than half of the visitors arrived to the site via search engines (52.9%) (Google Analytics, Feb. 11, 
2009). Another 24.64% arrived via referring sites and 22.46% (n=897) arrived through direct traffic or 
direct access to the site (Google Analytics, Feb. 11, 2009). More than one-third (34.8%, n=1,390) arrived 
via Google and another 12.34% (n=493) arrived through Yahoo. Another 11.69% (n=467) arrived through 
Google Images and Google Images was the number one referring site, indicating the importance of images 
if one wants traffic to the site (Personal Interview, November 14, 2008). Traffic also is drawn to the site 
through words uncovered by search engine crawlers, thus titles at the top of a page should be as specific 
and original as possible to be picked up by the search engines (Personal Interview, November 14, 2008). 
The most frequent keyword used was the name of the university. 
The pages most viewed include one active neighborhood near the university campus (n=406) and views of 
stories from the city’s Chinatown section (n=338). There were a number of views from visitors looking for 
information about the city’s boxing history (n=290). 
 
4 Other visits to the site were recorded from Canada (n=50), the United Kingdom (n=48), China (n=29), 
Japan (24), Germany (20), Poland (16), Malaysia (13), Portugal (11), and Australia (n=10) (Google 
Analytics, Feb. 11, 2009).Users from numerous other countries also accessed the site, including Brazil 
(n=6), Thailand (n=6), Iran (n=4), and one visitor each from Kenya, the Ivory Coast, Cameroon, Columbia, 
and Venezuela.  
 
5 The interview was conducted as part of another research project about aggravated assaults with a gun in 
the area.  
 
6 During some semesters in the course, the student groups chose the neighborhoods they want to cover, as 
long as those neighborhoods are approved by the professors and underserved by the mainstream media. 
During other semesters, the neighborhoods were assigned to the students to cover. 
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STUDENT SELF-ASSESSMENT #1 

Thank you for participating in this survey. The survey is designed to assess your 

experiences as reporters in the neighborhoods you covered for MURL. Your responses 

to the survey questions will be kept confidential.  I’d like to start by asking you a few 

questions about yourself: 

 

NAME: ______________________________________________________ 

SEQUENCE: _____Broadcast Journ. _____ Magazines _____ News-Editorial 

_____ Photo Journ. _____Other (please specify) 

(P lease note: All names w ill be kept confidential) 

 

 

BACKGROUND

1. Where did you spend most of your time growing up? 

: 

 

__________________________________________________________    

Municipality 

______________________________  _____________ 

County               State 

 

 

2. How would you describe the community in which you grew up? 

_____ Urban _____ Suburban _____ Rural _____ Other (Please specify below) 

 

 

 

3. What size community was this? 

____ Less than 30,000 ____ Between 30,001 -100,000 ____ Between 100,001-200,000 ____ 

More than 200,001_____ More than 500,000 ____ More than 1 million ____ Other (Please 

specify below) _____ Don’t Know 
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4.   How many years of study in a non-English language did you have in high 

school and college COMBINED

First language studied: ____ 0  ____ 1  ____ 2  ____ 3  ____ 4  ____ 5 ____ Other ____I 

am not a native English speaker (please explain)  

? 

Which language? ________________ 

 

Second language studied: ____ 0  ____ 1  ____ 2  ___ 3  ____ 4  ____ 5 ___ Other ___ I 

am not a native English speaker (please explain) 

Which language? _____________ 

 

 

5. What is your level of proficiency in non-English language(s)? 

Please specify the language ____________________    _____ None ____Very Limited 

____Limited ____Good ____Very Good ____Fluent    

Please specify the language ____________________    _____ None ____Very Limited 

____Limited ____Good ____Very Good ____Fluent 

 

 

6.    Which international courses did you take in high school or college? (Please 

check all that apply) 

_____ Geography 

_____ Religions of non-U.S. countries 

_____ Politics and governments of non-U.S. countries 

_____ Economies of non-U.S. countries 

_____ None  

_____ Other (Please specify below) 
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7. “Culture” has been defined as “that complex whole which includes knowledge, 

belief, art, morals, law, customs.” It also  refers broadly to the ever-changing 

forms through which people make sense of their lives. What types of 

interactions have you had with people from cultures that are different from 

your own? (Please write on the back of this sheet, if needed).  

 

 

8. Are you interested in learning about other cultures? 

_____ Yes _____ No _____ Don’t Know 

 

 

9. Have you traveled to countries outside of the U.S.? 

_____ Yes  Which countries? ________________________________ 

_____ No 

 

 

10.   Have you ever lived in a country outside of the U.S.? 

_____ Yes  Which country? ________________________________ 

_____ No 

 

11.   When reading the news, which type of news do you follow most closely? 

Please rank the categories in order, 1-4, with “1” being the type of news you 

follow most closely and “4” being the type of news you follow least.  

_____ International affairs _____National affairs _____ State affairs _____Local affairs 

 

 

12.  How would you say your cultural background has influenced the way that you 

think and act? 

_____Very Limited Influence _____Limited Influence _____Moderate Influence _____Strong 

Influence _____Very Strong Influence  

Please explain below: 
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13.  How much would you say your cultural background influences your 

interactions with people from different cultural backgrounds? 

_____Very Limited Influence _____Limited Influence _____Moderate Influence _____Strong 

Influence _____Very Strong Influence  

Please explain below: 

 

14.  Which neighborhood are you covering for this course? 

____________________________________________________ 

NEIGHBORHOOD COVERAGE 

 

15.  How much time have you spent in the neighborhood so far? 

_____1-5 hours  _____6-10 hours  _____ 11-15 hours  _____16-20 hours _____ 21-25 

hours  _____26-30 hours 

_____ 31-35 hours _____ Other (Please specify number of hours) _____ Don’t Know 

 

16.  How are you selecting your news sources? 

 

 

17.  Again, “culture” has been defined as “that complex whole which includes 

knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs.” It also refers broadly to the ever-

changing forms through which people make sense of their lives. Would you 

consider the culture of the neighborhood different from the culture of the 

community you grew up in? 

____Very Different ____Somewhat Different ____Neutral ____Somewhat Same ____Very 

Much the Same   _____ Don’t Know 

 

18.  How does the neighborhood’s culture compare with the community in which 

you grew up? (Please be as specific as possible.) 

P lease answ er the follow ing statements about yourself. At the present

 

 time, how  

would you rate your comfort level w ith: 
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19.  Asking people in the neighborhood about their background and culture: 

___Very Uncomfortable ___ Somewhat Uncomfortable ___Neutral ___Comfortable ___Very 

Comfortable  

20.   Understanding problems and issues from the point of view of people in the 

neighborhood: 

___Very Uncomfortable ___ Somewhat Uncomfortable ___Neutral ___Comfortable ___Very 

Comfortable  

 

21.    Understanding the culture of the people in the neighborhood:  

___Very Uncomfortable ___ Somewhat Uncomfortable ___Neutral ___Comfortable ___Very 

Comfortable  

 

 

22.  Building relationships with people from the neighborhood: 

___Very Uncomfortable ___ Somewhat Uncomfortable ___Neutral ___Comfortable ___Very 

Comfortable 

 

23.  Do you feel you are able to build trust with your news sources? 

_____ No _____ In a Limited Way _____ Neutral _____ In a Substantial Way _____ Yes  

_____ Don’t Know 

 

 

24. What do you feel is your current

_____Very Limited _____Limited _____Neutral _____Good _____Very Good 

 level of knowledge about the neighborhood? 

Please explain your answer below (use back of sheet, if necessary): 

 

25. The translation of cultures requires one to try to understand other forms of 

life in their own terms. Do you feel you are able to accurately represent life in the 

neighborhood in the media pieces you create? 

_____ No _____ In a Limited Way _____ Neutral _____ In a Substantial Way _____ Yes  

_____ Don’t Know 
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26. Why/Why not are you able to accurately represent life in the neighborhood 

through your media coverage? (Please be as specific as possible and use the back of this 

sheet if you need more space.) 

 

27. What factors are preventing you from reporting on the neighborhoods as 

accurately as possible? (Please note all that apply and rank the categories in 

order, with “1” being the factor that most prevented you from accurately covering 

the neighborhood.) 

_____ Nothing prevented me from reporting as accurately as possible  

_____ Language barriers 

_____ Racial differences 

_____ Class differences  

_____ Not enough time in the neighborhood 

_____ Not enough direct contact with residents 

_____ Other (Please specify below) 

 

 

28. What information has helped you in covering the neighborhood? (Please note 

all that apply and rank the categories in order, with “1” being the most helpful) 

_____ Did not use outside information about the neighborhood  

_____ Internet research 

_____ Reading local newspapers 

_____ Classroom discussions 

_____ Advice provided by fellow MURL students 

_____ Advice provided by Temple students outside of class 

_____ Advice provided by Temple instructors 

_____ Talking to neighborhood residents 

_____ Other (Please specify below) 

 

 

29.  Which medium do you believe most accurately

_____Print _____ Still Photographs _____ Video _____Audio _____Multimedia _____None 

_____Other (Please specify below) 

 represents life in the 
neighborhood?  
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30.  Why

 

 do you believe this medium most accurately represents life in the 

neighborhood? 

31. When talking with people in the neighborhood, what attitudes, knowledge 

and/or skills have helped you most in being able to comfortably interact

 

 with 

them? 

32.  What attitudes, knowledge and/or skills helped you the most in being able to 

interpret and write about

 

 life in the neighborhood? (Please use back of sheet, if 

necessary) 

 

33.  How old are you (in years)? 

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION 

______18 _____19 _____20 _____21 _____22 _____23 _____24 _____25 _____ Other 

(please specify) _____ 

 

34.  Are you male or female? 

_____ Male _____ Female 

 

35. What is your ethnicity? 

____Caucasian ____African-American ____Latino ____Asian____ Mixed Race (please 

specify below) ____Other (please specify below) 

 

36.  Parent(s)’ Annual Income (check one) 
_____ Less than $10,000   

_____ $10,001-$25,000   

_____ $25,001-$50,000   

_____ $50,001-$75,000   

_____ $75,001-$100,000   

_____ More than $100,000  

_____ Other (please specify below) 

_____ Don’t Know 
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37.  How, if at all, has your perception of the neighborhood changed as a result of 

your reporting on the neighborhood? (Please be as specific as possible and write your 

answer clearly below. Please use the back of this sheet if you need more space.) 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS: 

 

 

 

38.  Please add any other information or comments about your reporting 

experience in the neighborhood, if you’d like (Please be as specific as possible and 

write your answer clearly below. Please use the back of this sheet if you need more space.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for your participation 
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STUDENT SELF-ASSESSMENT #2 

Thank you again for your participation in this study. This second survey also is 

designed to assess your experiences as reporters in the neighborhoods you covered 

for MURL. Your responses to the survey questions will be kept confidential.   

 

NAME: ______________________________________________________ 

SEQUENCE: _____Broadcast Journ. _____ Magazines _____ News-Editorial 

_____ Photo Journ. _____Other (please specify) 

(P lease note: All names w ill be kept confidential) 

 

1. Which neighborhood did you cover for this course? 

_______________________________________ 

 

2. How much time did you end up spending in the neighborhood? 

_____1-5 hours  _____6-10 hours  _____ 11-15 hours  _____16-20 hours _____ 21-25 

hours  _____26-30 hours 

_____ More than 30 hours (please specify

 

 number of hours) 

3.  Did the way you selected your news sources change during the semester? If 

so, how? 

 

 

Please answ er the follow ing statements about yourself. At the present

4.  Asking people in the neighborhood about their background and culture: 

 time, how  

would you rate your comfort level w ith: 

___Very Uncomfortable ___ Somewhat Uncomfortable ___Neutral ___Comfortable ___Very 

Comfortable  

 

5.   Understanding problems and issues from the point of view of people in the 

neighborhood: 

___Very Uncomfortable ___ Somewhat Uncomfortable ___Neutral ___Comfortable ___Very 

Comfortable  
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Please answ er the follow ing statements about yourself. At the present

6.    Understanding the culture of the people in the neighborhood:  

 time, how  

would you rate your comfort level w ith: 

___Very Uncomfortable ___ Somewhat Uncomfortable ___Neutral ___Comfortable ___Very 

Comfortable  

 

7.  Building relationships with people from the neighborhood: 

___Very Uncomfortable ___ Somewhat Uncomfortable ___Neutral ___Comfortable ___Very 

Comfortable 

 

8.  Do you feel you are able to build trust with your news sources? 

_____ No _____ In a Limited Way _____ Neutral _____ In a Substantial Way _____ Yes  

_____ Don’t Know 

 

9.  Do you feel you are able to accurately represent life in the neighborhood in the 

media pieces you created? 

_____ No _____ In a Limited Way _____ Neutral _____ In a Substantial Way _____ Yes  

_____ Don’t Know 

 

10. Why/Why not were you able to accurately represent life in the neighborhood 

through your media coverage? (Please be as specific as possible and use the back 

of this sheet if you need more space.) 

 

 

 

11. Which medium do you believe most accurately

_____Print _____ Still Photographs _____ Video _____Audio _____Multimedia _____None 

_____Other (Please specify below) 

 represents life in the 

neighborhood?  

 

12. Why

 

 do you believe this medium most accurately represents life in the 

neighborhood? 
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13. What factors prevented you from reporting on the neighborhoods as 

accurately as possible? (Please note all that apply and rank the categories in 

order, with “1” being the factor that most prevented you from accurately covering 

the neighborhood.) 

_____ Nothing prevented me from reporting as accurately as possible  

_____ Language barriers 

_____ Racial differences 

_____ Class differences  

_____ Not enough time in the neighborhood 

_____ Not enough direct contact with residents 

_____ Other (Please specify below) 

 

 

14.  What do you now feel is your current

_____Very Limited _____Limited _____Neutral _____Good _____Very Good 

 level of knowledge about the 

neighborhood? 

Why

  

? Please explain your answer below (use back of sheet, if necessary): 

15. What information helped you in covering the neighborhood? (Please note all 

that apply and rank the categories in order, with “1” being the most helpful) 

_____ Did not use outside information about the neighborhood  

_____ Internet research 

_____ Reading local newspapers 

_____ Classroom discussions 

_____ Advice provided by fellow MURL students 

_____ Advice provided by Temple students outside of class 

_____ Advice provided by Temple instructors 

_____ Talking to neighborhood residents 

_____ Other (Please specify below) 
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16.  What helped you the most in being able to comfortably interact

 

 with 

residents in the neighborhood? 

17.  What helped you the most in being able to accurately interpret

 

 and write 

about life in the neighborhood? (use back of sheet, if necessary) 

 

18.  Has your perception of the neighborhood changed as a result of your 

reporting on the neighborhood? (Please be as specific as possible and write your answer 

clearly below. Please use the back of this sheet if you need more space.) 

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS: 

 

 

19.   Please add any other information or comments about your reporting 

experience in the neighborhood, if you’d like (Please use back of paper as needed): 

 

 

20.  “Culture” has been defined as “that complex whole which includes 

knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, customs.” It also  refers broadly to the 

ever-changing forms through which people make sense of their lives.  Would 

you consider the culture of the neighborhood different from the culture of the 

community you grew up in? 

____Very Different ____Somewhat Different ____Neutral ____Somewhat Same ____Very 

Much the Same   _____ Don’t Know 

 

21.  How does the neighborhood’s culture compare with the community in which 

you grew up? (Please be as specific as possible.) 
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22.  How would you say your cultural background has influenced the way that you 

think and act? 

_____Very Limited Influence _____Limited Influence _____Moderate Influence _____Strong 

Influence _____Very Strong Influence  

Please explain below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

23.  How much would you say your cultural background influences your 

interactions with people from different cultural backgrounds? 

_____Very Limited Influence _____Limited Influence _____Moderate Influence _____Strong 

Influence _____Very Strong Influence  

Please explain below: (use back of sheet, if necessary): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for your participation  

 

 

  



414 
 

 

Student In-Depth Interview Guide 

BACKGROUND QUESTIONS: 

1. Where did you grow up? What was that like? Were there people from diverse 
backgrounds/different cultures? 

2. Why did you decide to major in journalism? What sequence are you in? What 
do you expect to do in your career?  

THE PRESENT: 

3. What neighborhood are you covering for MURL? How would you describe 
the neighborhood? How do you feel working as a reporter in the 
neighborhood?  

4. How would you describe the culture of the neighborhood? What were the 
most interesting things you found? What surprised you? 

5. As a reporter, were you able to build trust with news sources and “get their 
story”? How? What did you learn from your sources? 

6. Can you describe a typical encounter with someone from the neighborhood? 
Was there a time when you felt you were involved in an encounter in which 
you were interacting with a person who was culturally similar or different than 
you? How did you/they respond? 

7. Do you feel you came away with an understanding of the neighborhood’s 
culture, the residents’ perspective, “worldview”? How so?  

8. What is your current understanding of why cultural and/or socioeconomic 
differences might exist between you and people in the neighborhood? 

9. Do you feel you’ve been able to accurately convey life in the neighborhood in 
the pieces you produced for MURL? If so, how? If not, why not? Which 
medium would you say is able to most accurately reflect life in the 
neighborhood? 

10. What do you think it means to be culturally competent? Do you believe it’s 
important to include diverse cultural perspectives in news coverage? How 
should we accomplish that? What factors do you think hinders accomplishing 
this? 
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11. What advice would you give to other journalism students who are about to 
cover an area or neighborhood that is culturally different from their own?  

12. Are there any other comments you’d like to make regarding your experience 
covering the neighborhood? 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS 

13. What is your age?  

14. What is your ethnicity?  

15. Gender of Student: _____ Male _____ Female 
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Source and Representative In-Depth Interview Guide 

 

BACKGROUND QUESTIONS: 

1. Do you live in the neighborhood you were interviewed for? 
 
2. How would you describe the neighborhood? What is its culture like? How 

would you define your culture? 

3. Had you spoken to reporters before you spoke with the Temple students? 

 
THE PRESENT: 
 

4. How were the students able to arrange an interview with you? 
 
5. How much time you would say you spent with the Temple students?  

6. How was it talking with the students? Is it something you would do again? 

7. What did you think of the students at the start of the process? Did those 
perceptions change? Why or why not? 

 
8. Would you consider the neighborhood to be culturally different from what the 

students might be used to? If so, how? 
 

9. Did you trust that the students could convey your “story”? 

10. Do you feel the students came away with an understanding of your 
neighborhood’s culture, perspective, or “worldview”? Why or why not? 

11. Had you seen the MURL website and the pieces the students developed as a 
result of your interviews? If not, why not? 

12. What do you think of the coverage? Do you believe they were able to convey 
an understanding of your neighborhood? Why or why not? 

13. Do you feel they were able to avoid stereotypes in the coverage? If so, how? If 
not, why not?  

14. How do you think the Temple students’ coverage compares with the news 
coverage of your neighborhood by other news organizations in Philadelphia? 
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15. Do you think your neighborhood is not covered well by the mainstream 
media? Why or why not? 

16. What, if any, successes do you feel they had in covering the neighborhood? 

17. What, if any, general roadblocks did you feel you had to overcome in 
interacting with the students? Did you overcome them? How? 

18. What advice would you give other neighborhood residents about talking 
reporters about the neighborhood?  

19. What advice would you give reporters about covering your neighborhood? 
 
20. Are there any other comments you’d like to make about the students or their 

news stories? 

 

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONS 

 

21. What is your ethnicity?  

22. Gender of Source: _____ Male _____ Female 
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Participant Observation Criteria 

 
• What types of non-verbal behaviors and communication are evident as journalists 

interact with their sources? 

• How do the students approach news sources for interviews? What types of rituals 

are the students involved with in relation to their work and their interactions with 

others? (i.e., do they engage in conversation with their sources prior to an 

interview, or interview them on contact?)  

• How do the students interact informally with residents? How “open” do they seem 

to their news sources and their news sources’ way of expressing themselves or 

acting? Do they seem to understand their sources “worldview”? 

• What rules seem to underlie how the students obtain information from sources 

and how they construct their stories? Do the rules exhibit cultural awareness, 

knowledge and skills on the part of the journalist?  

• What power, structural, or positionality issues emerge during the interactions? 

How do they emerge? How are they resolved, if at all? 

• On which types of stories do the students spend time and seek out context? 

• Do they take notes or use a tape recorder? How do the students introduce these 

methods of notetaking? 

• What happens when a video camera is introduced to the interview? How do the 

students negotiate videotaping their sources?  

• Do they monitor the comfort level of their sources during the course of the 

interview? 

• How much time do the student reporters spend listening? 
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