
       Recent interest expressed by a commit-
tee of the National Research Council (NRC)
to recognize scholarly research in “commu-
nications” as a legitimate part of the Na-
tional Academies of scientific enterprises
has raised questions about how best to po-
sition doctoral education in journalism and
mass communication (JMC) for the 21st
century.
       The Chronicle of Higher Education re-
ported in its January 10 issue that the Meth-
odology Committee of the National Re-
search Council has proposed to expand the
number of academic fields it recognizes
from 41 to 57. Communications” would be
among 17 new fields whose research would
be recognized by the NRC for the first time.
One previously accepted field would be
subsumed into another. Mass communica-
tion has been proposed as one of the sub-
fields of “communications” the committee
has said it will consider. The NRC recog-
nizes only research and doctoral education,
not undergraduate education. Furthermore,
it examines only universities choosing to
participate in its tracking studies.
     Some in JMC education believe that
NRC recognition is long overdue and can
open many new opportunities for JMC fac-
ulty and students. Others argue that such
recognition may lead to consolidation and
mergers of communications-related disci-
plines on university campuses, and thereby
threaten the autonomy of JMC programs.

Background
       The United States Congress created the
National Academy of Sciences in 1863 to
advise the government in scientific and
technical matters. As described on its Web
page, “the National Research Council is part
of the National Academies, which also com-
prise the National Academy of Sciences,
National Academy of Engineering and In.
stitute of Medicine. They are private, non-
profit institutions that provide science, tech-
nology and health policy advice under a
congressional charter. The Research Coun-
cil was organized by the National Academy
of Sciences in 1916 to associate the broad
community of science and technology with
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the Academy’s purposes of further(ing)
knowledge and advising the federal gov-
ernment .... The National Research Coun-
cil has become the principal operating
agency of both the National Academy of
Sciences and the National Academy of En-
gineering in providing services to the gov-
ernment, the public and the scientific and
engineering communities.”
       Interest in broader recognition of JMC
research goes back at least to the early
1990s. At that time, several AEJMC and
ASJMC task forces and other study groups
issued reports suggesting that JMC research
offered knowledge important for society
and central to university education. These
task forces suggested that ways needed to
be found to leverage the position of JMC
scholarship to gain better recognition of this
centrality. Among those task forces were the
Task Force on the Future of AEJMC (which
also examined the relationship between
JMC education and Liberal Arts education),
chaired by Pamela Shoemaker; the AEJMC/
ASJMC Joint Task Force on Alliances and
the AEJMC/ASJMC Joint Committee on
Alliances, chaired by Jack Hamilton, Doug
Newsom, and Charles Self; and a “State of
the Field” conference at the University of
Texas, convened by Ellen Wartella.
       These efforts and others helped lead in
1996 to the formation of the Council of
Communication Associations, an umbrella
organization of officers and executive di-
rectors of seven major communication-re-
lated academic associations in United
States. It was formed to pursue interests in
common to the various associations. Both
AEJMC and ASJMC were charter members
of CCA. From its beginning CCA sought
to gain wider recognition for the quality of
scholarship across all communication-re-
lated fields and particularly among the doc-
toral degree granting institutions. Judy
VanSlyke Turk helped form CCA. Other
AEJMC presidents during the time CCA
was carrying out this work were Pamela
Shoemaker, Alex Tan, Steve Lacy, Lillian
Lodge Kopenhaver, Marilyn Kern-
Foxworth, and Will Norton. Among the
ASJMC presidents during this time were
Doug Anderson, Bob Ruggles, Bill Click,
Terry Hynes, Shirley Carter, Charles Self
and Bill Slater.

      Initially this effort was centered on
building a database on “the field of com-
munication.” In 1998, the Council asked one
of its members “to check with the National
Research Council about criteria used by that
organization to list leading institutions and/
or fields who grant Ph.D. degrees.” Over
the next four years, this led to a series of
meetings and presentations with represen-
tatives of the NRC, the U.S. Department of
Education, the NSF and the NRC’s Meth-
odology Committee designed to explore
recognition by the NRC.
     In September 2002, CCA President
Linda Putnam organized a briefing about
the field of “communications,” which Jim
Gaudino, Bill Balthrop, Scott Poole and
Ellen Wartella subsequently presented to the
NRC Taxonomy Committee. The presenta-
tion was successful in convincing NRC that
communications was indeed a scholarly dis-
cipline worthy of inclusion in the NRC rank-
ing process.
    NRC recognition offers several advan-
tages to universities choosing to participate
in its tracking programs. The first is assess-
ment. Those universities are included in the
NRC’s study of the quality of doctoral edu-
cation. Assessment includes tracking related
to faculty successes in grants, awards, and
publications. It includes assessment of stu-
dent processes and outcomes, such as num-
bers and characteristics of graduate students
across the field, and student recruiting pat-
terns. It also includes a reputational survey.
      In 1995, this survey resulted in a nu-
merical ranking of doctoral programs ac-
cording to their quality as measured by the
NRC’s tracking mechanisms. These
rankings became one important indicator
used by university administrators in decid-
ing funding allocations among doctoral pro-
grams. They also became controversial.
Members of the NRC’s methodology com-
mittee are considering modifying or drop-
ping those numerical rankings in its next
study and replacing them by sorting pro-
grams into “a general range” or doing a
comparative analysis using new, “less sub-
jective measures” of quality.
      The NRC also plays an important role
in advertising the government agencies
about allocating funding to support research
in scientific fields. Fields not recognized by
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the NRC have significantly less funding
available from government sources, par-
ticularly those agencies concerned with sci-
entific research. NRC recognition also
opens new possibilities for scholars to de-
velop research initiatives in communication
fields for the NSF and to apply for Direc-
torate positions with NSF.

What’s Next?
       The NRC is currently engaged in a
methodological pilot study on nine cam-
puses around the United States; Auburn,
California-San Francisco, Florida State,
Maryland, Michigan State, Rennsalear
Polytechnic, Southern California, Wiscon-
sin-Milwaukee, and Yale. The purpose of
the pilot study will be to test new measures
of scholarly reputation for all academic dis-
ciplines being ranked (not just the seven-

teen newly added ones). Assuming that the
pilot is successful and that NRC can raise
sufficient funds, it will conduct the full study
in 2004, and release its final report in 2005.
       Answers to many questions about meth-
odology are unknown at this preliminary
stage of the process, and will remain so at
least until the completion of the pilot study.
But the one indisputable fact is that it is
important for AEJMC officers and faculty
in AEJMC-affiliated doctoral programs to
become knowledgeable about and involved
in this unfolding initiative. Among other
things, AEJMC officers will need to advise
NRC about AEJMC-affiliated publications
and the importance of their inclusion in the
Institute for Scientific Information Index,
and, by extension, in NRC citation analy-
ses of scholarly output. AEJMC faculty
should work with their university adminis-

trators to help define communications sub-
fields and to ensure that, if they choose to
be, they are included in the reputational
study. They should also review the impor-
tant issues raised in Theodore Glasser’s
“From the President” column in the Janu-
ary 2003 AEJMC newsletter. Finally, mem-
bers of the NRC committee of the AEJMC
Task Force on the Status and Future of Doc-
toral Education in Mass Communication
(Sharon Dunwoody, Oscar Gandy, Charles
Salmon and Charles Self) will be collecting
and analyzing concerns and comments from
AEJMC members about the NRC ranking
process and its implications for AEJMC and
the field of mass communication.
       Additional information can be found at
<www7.nationalacademies.org/resdoc/
index.html>, and in subsequent issues of this
newsletter.


