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Abstract

An innovation at the University of Tasmania has provided the basis for a new project-based method for learning aspects of journalism.  A community radio station, Edge Radio 99.3 FM, broadcast on a temporary licence from the Hobart campus from 23 August to 19 September 2002.  During this time, Radio Journalism students contributed to news, current affairs and magazine-style content in a real-life media environment and learned scripting, interviewing, recording and editing skills that can't be taught using theory only.  This paper argues that project-based learning that encourages the formation of "episodic memory" can be a powerful tool for preparing journalism students for professional practice while reinforcing the theoretical underpinning of the subject.  Broadcast experience on live radio has greatly enhanced teaching opportunities at the University of Tasmania, and shows promise of even greater opportunities, including high-level technical training and enhanced community/university interaction, as Edge Radio develops.
_____________________________________________________________________

The endless challenge of finding ways to get information into students' heads and keeping it there been rather easier for me recently - well, easier in some ways.  I am a journalism lecturer, and our discipline is in roughly equal measure practical and theoretical.  We are always on the lookout for the best ways to make journalism practice come to life, and of course we have a range of ways to do this.  I have been fortunate in the subjects that I teach that some potentially very powerful learning tools have come my way.  One in particular will be the focus of my talk today: Edge Radio 99.3FM, a community radio station based at the University of Tasmania's Hobart campus.  I would hopefully explain to you exactly how we capitalised on this innovation to give Journalism students an unbeatable entry into the world of broadcast journalism.
I shall just preface my remarks about radio and online with some theoretical context.  Project-based learning is a bit of a buzz term in educational circles.  It simply means a kind of learning where the "project", whatever that may be, is central rather than peripheral.  The project concerned will tend to be reality-based and possibly even something that will have use outside the institution.  This is certainly the case with the radio project I am going to talk about today.  The project involved providing a news and current affairs service to a community radio station.  In project-based learning, students can become deeply involved in undertaking a series of practical activities that contribute to an outcome.  It is not my area of expertise, but I will take a bit of a risk here and say that my understanding of the deeper meaning and usefulness of project-based learning is that it could be related to the way the human brain operates.  There are two dominant forms of memory-making process: episodic memory and semantic memory.  Episodic memory is said to be specific, biographical, time related, event related, and date related whereas semantic memory is a general, generic information based memory with no specific links to events and time.  Episodic is tied to a particular learning episode or experience, while semantic is general knowledge not tied to a particular experience.  Episodic memory tends to be more emotional because it involves something that happened to the person, while semantic tends to be more intellectual and is to do with the learning of facts.  Both forms of memory are important in learning, but the options for episodic learning may not always be as broad as those for semantic.  But it is the episodic memory that can be the most profound.  According to Canadian psychology academic Endel Tulving, it is the kind of thing that allows people later in life to travel back in time and recall the experience and its associated feelings. As Tulving says, “With episodic memory, the subject not only has the memory, but can remember something about the setting in which the remembered information was learned. Conversely, with semantic memory, the subject cannot recall the context of the initial learning”. I would like to think that some of the students who have been involved with Edge Radio and Radio Journalism will be able to return to their broadcast experiences and feel the emotions associated with it.  Exposure to this form of learning almost certainly has emotionally engaged the students as few tertiary subjects are able to do.  They have learned how to write a radio news script and record digital audio, but more than that - they have experienced live radio, they have sat behind a radio console with headphones on, they have had their friends and families listening to their voice travelling the airwaves.  They have felt terrified but exhilarated when the mic is open and they are on the air and there is no running away.  I firmly believe that this is something that will never leave them, and they will tell their grandchildren about it.

Edge Radio 99.3 is an interesting development in itself.  It is a community radio station that specifically targets an audience in the age range 15 to 30.  It has been established by an incorporated association called Tasmanian Youth Broadcasters Inc, of which I was the foundation president and currently vice president.  It includes people from outside community organisations and the student union as well as from the University.  To begin with, we obtained a temporary community broadcast licence, but in December last year we were notified by the Australian Broadcasting Authority that we had been successful in our application for a permanent broadcast licence.  We began broadcasting on the permanent licence on 24 February this year.  This paper will focus upon outcomes both from the temporary broadcast licence period and our present permanent licence.

The licence area we were working to is a fairly meaningless theoretical construct called Hobart South that was established largely for administrative reasons and because of the output of a previous temporary broadcaster on the frequency.  The reality of our coverage was that we were being picked up in areas outlying Hobart, such as Midway Point, Glenorchy, Kingston, even as far as the little village of Snug.  Our coverage was especially crisp in the city and suburbs of Hobart.  So our target audience is largely urban Hobart young people, and our message is local music and local information.  Our test broadcast was for four weeks from 23 August to 19 September.  During that time we completed the gargantuan task of applying for a permanent broadcast licence on 99.3 and fortunately, as I mentioned, that effort paid off.  We present a unique blend of material that drew a hearteningly positive response from our targeted audience.  The mix is roughly 60 per cent music, 40 per cent informational.  Of the informational content, there was a week day five-minute news bulletin and a two-hour magazine style current affairs and issues show called Journalists on the Edge.  There were other kinds of shows that my students were involved in as well, such as Movie Central and Over the Edge: the Youth Sector Show.  But the bulk of the effort by my students was focused upon the news and Journalists on the Edge.  There were close to 60 students enrolled in Radio Journalism at the time of the temporary broadcast, and it was part of their assessment that they contribute news stories for the bulletin.  Many of them volunteered as well to read the news live.  A few hardy souls went further and volunteered to sub-edit the bulletins, a great blessing for me in the latter part of the licence period as I had done this time-consuming task myself for some time.  And I had a team of especially dedicated anchorpersons who hosted Journalists on the Edge.

This stuff is for-real - we became a media player in this market.  We were in fact picked up by the media monitoring company Rehame, which was starting to take an interest in our content as our broadcast period developed.  Subsequently, the other national company that keeps an eye on content, Media Monitors, has also been in touch to get our details and now both Rehame and Media Monitors are actively monitoring our output.  The students created news items, longer interview pieces, some very nicely-produced documentaries and live to air interviews on a vast range of fascinating subjects.  Among the items that stood out were an interview about euthanasia is Philip Nitskche, a wonderful documentary on the art of anime, a live interview with Tasmanian Senator Eric Abetz, a current affairs piece on the 1080 poison issue, a live interview with an expert on middle east affairs at the ANU on the prospect of war with Iraq, numerous items about the local music scene, an interview with a person from Amnesty International about the possible stoning in Nigeria of a woman accused of adultery.  Many, many newsworthy topics of broad interest to the audience.  You can't teach this sort of experience in a tutorial room.  You can't engender the fear they felt as they were about to tackle a live political interview without a safety net, nor reproduce the sense of satisfaction and achievement when they successfully completed the task.  

I will just change the pace here slightly to play a portion of a documentary created by a journalism student.  This documentary was in fact the subject of interest from Rehame, and we supplied the company with a copy.  It was replayed in the first week of broadcast on the permanent licence. Angus Hohenboken has done a good job here as a young person investigating an issue and making it suitable for broadcast.  We are not trying to be like the ABC - our presenters for the most part are clearly youthful.  It is almost impossible for people under the age of about 25 to get onto the air in the mainstream broadcast media.  Edge Radio provides an amazing opportunity for people like Angus to have his voice heard.  I will just give you a bit of a taste of it [play CD].

The radio journalism unit was so popular last year that it was oversubscribed and a new tutorial class had to be put on.  For the most part, the unit results were well above average compared with usual academic units, so the bell curve for this subject was a little skew-whiff.  But I believe the reason for this was that the opportunity to be live on air inspired them as few other units are able to do.  As I said before, emotion plays a large part in episodic memory, and there was emotion aplenty as they strove to master the recording and studio equipment and keep their journalistic principles of balance, objectivity and good writing under control.

I should point out that this unit involved not just the episodic activities of actually making broadcast journalism and appearing live on radio.  Comprehensive learning must also involve semantic learning as well, and to this end the students did do the scholarly stuff as well – principally, writing a scholarly essay on a range of topics such as the role of the national broadcaster, or the importance of radio in developing countries or various other subjects that required researching various texts and other academic sources.  After all, semantic memory is the epistomological or knowledge-based part of the equation, while, as Tulving contends, episodic learning is more to do with subjective memory and emotion.  In combination, they can be powerful.

The work that the majority of my students did as part of the radio journalism unit was extremely high quality.  What’s more, that unit caused something of an outbreak in severe radio journalism addiction, and a significant number of those students have come back to volunteer to work on the station, outside their other study commitments.  I don’t presently have a radio journalism unit underway – it only is run in second semester – and so I have had to rely quite a bit on the enthusiasm of volunteers – as all community stations have to do.  Some students who graduated at the end of last year have come back to volunteer as well, honing their professional skills and having a good time doing it, while they are waiting for their big break into actual paid employment. 

The Journalists on the Edge show and the news bulletin, to which they are contributing, are intended to be genuine news and current affairs outlets and there are professional standards that are applied.  Of course, we do not have the resources of the ABC or other quality news outlet to ensure that we are fully comprehensive and timely, but we do the best we can under the circumstances and given that most volunteers are yet to hold a professional position in the media.  It hasn’t been entirely smooth sailing.  Very early during the temporary broadcast, we had a fairly gentle complaint from an academic who heard a piece on Journalists on the Edge that sounded way too like an advertisement for a local business.  I thought so too, and spoke to the presenter about it.  She took the criticism constructively, and didn’t do it again.  Another criticism that comes up quite a bit is that Edge Radio’s audience of people aged 15 to 30 get bored by talk radio – they only want music.  I take this one with some scepticism, because it is tends to come from the more vocal music programmers who eye-off the airtime that journalism has reserved and want it for themselves.  But even so, we must strive to make our journalistic content interesting to the target audience, and there were a few times last year when some of it was on the boring side of the equation.  Sometimes items are allowed to run a little too long, perhaps when they weren’t that interesting to begin with, or they have no real point.  We review what we have done and make adjustments all the time.  I confess that I can’t advise on every bit of upcoming material on a daily basis, as I am a full-time academic and I teach a wide variety of subjects as well as undertaking my PhD research.  But I do my best to know what the presenters are working on, and listen to it if it is pre-recorded as much as I can.  The presenters exercise a fair amount of their own discretion in story selection, constrained by the usual difficulties of identifying suitable subjects, getting people to return calls or actually turn up when they say they are going to.  That is definitely very important professional training, as any journalist will tell you.  

I will run Radio Journalism again in the second half of this year, and won’t change it very much from last year.  It was, it think, a very useful course for getting students ready for a broadcast career.  It will again be based around the project of live-to-air radio.

It is not always possible to provide opportunities for project-based and episodic learning in universities, but when the opportunities arise they are worth grabbing.  
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