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Reaching the Black Press with the Land-
Grant Message
Linda Foster Benedict

One type of media outlet often overlooked by land-grant
universities in their media relations efforts is the black media.
Consequently, black newspapers, for example, provide litthe
coverage of these unbversities and the ssues they espouse,
including food safety, nutrition, the envirenment, health, and
consumer issues. This article presents some helpful informa-
tion about the black media—history, status, and stories likely
to get used—along with guidelines for media relations people
at land-grant universities to do a belter job of reaching this
market for the benefit of both parties.

Introduction

One group of media which news departments at land-grant
universities often overlook is the black’ media, This is my conclu-
sion after regularly reading a dozen black newspapers from across
the country and three national black magazines over a pericd of six
maonths from October 1995 to April 1996, In the nearly 60 publica-
tions | read, | saw only three instances of press releases from land-
grant universities being used in any of the publications. This paucity
is alarming considering the need to reach more diverse audiences.
Although public information departrments at land-grant universities,
including those in schools of agriculiure, take pride in getting
positive coverage in the mainstreamn media, it is also important to
gt usage in the black media. Black media are defined as newspa-

"The torma “black” and “Alricen-Amceican” o used intcichangeably in thia
aridcle. Many Americans of Alican descent prefer the adjective, African-Amerdcan.
Hemevier, Enomiy research the media cwned by and tazgeied st an Alricon-American
audience wele relerred to e black media.

Linda Foster Benedict, an ACE member, is Premeaton and Development
Speciphan, Colege of Agricultuge ansd Home Econambcs, Southem Unbveriity, Blaton
Rewge, LA, This paper was presentod at the Southem Assoclation of Agrculural
Scientists meeting in Greenaboro, Morth Carcling, and &t the Westem Reglonal ACE
mieeking in Tucsen, Asfzona, bath in Febasany 1996
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pers, magazines, and radio stetions owned by African-Americans
with African-Americans as their target audience. Reaching the black
media with land-grant information is one way to reach an African-
American audience:

1. The African-American community needs edecational infor-
metion developed and packaged at land-grant universities,
For example, there are few places where African-Americans
can wrn for expertise on health and nutrition issues specific
to them, This type of information is available from land-grant
universities.

2. African-Americans need to see their place within the agricul-
tural fabric of this country. Even though the number of black
farmsers has shrunk to fewer than 23,000, they still are a vital
part of the economy (MeGraw E Taylor, 1991). Many African-
Americans have playved key roles in shaping agricultursl
palicy in this country and continue to do so.

3. The agriculture profession has need of a mone inclushe and
less exclushve talent pool, However, African-Americans do
not readily enroll in agriculture schools nor readily look into
career opportunities within this profession (Mational Re-
search Council, 1988),

4, The land-grant community needs the support of the African-
American community, Land-grant universities cannot afford
to averlook any population group, especially a group so
profoundly a part of the land-grant heritage.

Why Black Newspapers?

Black newspapers became an integral part of this country’s
history about 50 years after the country’s founding. The primary
reason for these newspapers initially was to give volce to the antisla-
very movement, and the primary audience was white. The first black
newspaper was Freedom s Jownal published in Mew York City with
its first edition on March 16, 1827 (Emery, 1984). Two men—Join
B. Russwurm and Samuel E. Comish—pooled their resources and
founded the paper, which was heavily religious and antislevery
(Boyd, 1991). Mr. Russwurm is believed to be the first black man to
graduate from college In this country, graduating from Bowdoin
College in 1826, Mr. Cornish was a Presbyierian clergyman. Meither
was an experienced journalist, and their different philesophics led to
a split six months after the first edition, Mr. Russwurm was an ardent
colonizationist believing in & return to Africa. Mr, Cornish thought
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such an idea folly, Comish left the paper, Two years later Russwurm
elso left the paper, went to Africa, and helped the founding of
newspapers there, Cornish went on bo start and work for other black

newspapers (Boyd, 1991).

The most famous of the black newspaper editors before the Chal
War was Frederick Douglass, an ex-slave who became an intema-
tonally acclaimed spokesperson for the abolition of slavery.
Douglass founded the North Star in Bochester, Mew Yok, in 1847
(McFeely, 1991). The paper was later renamed Frederick Douglass”
Paper and still later it evobved into Douglass” Monthly (McFeely,
1991).

Ancther noteworthy African-American editor from the 19th
century was [da Wells-Barnett. During the 1880s, she was co-owner
and editor of the Memphis Free Speech. Howewser, her stand against
hmchings created & backlash, and her paper's facilities were sacked
and destroyed in 1892, She went on to work for other Black newspa-
pers including the Mew York Age (Boyd, 1991).

The New York Age was one of the most famous black newspa-
pers at the turn of the century, It was widely read by national political
figures, including Theodore Roosevelt. The driving force of the
newspaper was T, Thomas Fortune, its editor, who has been called
the "dean of black journalism”™ (Baywd, 1991),

The Chicago Defender, founded in 1905 by Robert Abbott, is
ancther ploneer newspaper, Its success began in 1909 with its first
muckraking campasign against vice in the Back community, By
1916, the Defendier was sold in 71 cities, And by 1921, it was
distributed acrass the nation by a network of 2,359 agents [Davis,
1992), The Defender played a major role in encouraging the migra-
tion of Southern Blacks to the Morth, Because of this, a judge and
the governor of Ackansas both tried 1o get it banned from that state
(Dravis, 1992},

Black newspapers continued o be established in just about every
city with & sizable black population (Davis, 1992). They continue to

exist because African-Americans read them, Despite desegregation
and more coverage of blacks in white newspapers, African-Ameri-

cans still will support newspapers thal give primary coverage to their
community. Black newspapers still influence the black community

(Hatchete, 1991).
Today's Black Mewspapers

Today's black newspapers still tend to be more cause-oriented
than their white counterparts, although some are produced purely
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for profit. The exact number of Black newspapers is difficuls to
determine. The 1995 Edilor & Publisher Yearbook listed 184,
Hewever, the st of Black newspapers in Louisiana thet | am compil-
ing includes at least two not in that yearbock. Some lists of newspa-
pers are net segmented by race, such as the listing by the Louisiana
Press Association. Some black newspapers, as with some white
newspapers, have had a short life span, such as the Baton Rouge
Chranicle and the Bafon Rouge Tribune, each of which lasted less
than & year.

Another source for a list of Black newspapers |5 the Matienal
Mewspaper Publishers Assodation (NMPA), which is an organization
of Black newspaper publishers. However, that Bst included only four
in Louisiana, and 30 far | have found nine,

As with white newspapers, the major black newspapers are in the
major metropolitan centers, such as the Houston Ferward Times
and the Amslerdam Mews in Mew York City, Although the
Amsterdam Mews is published Monday through Thursday, most
black newspapers, even the major ones, ane wetkbies and not dailies,

Bleck newspapers ane a apeclalty of niche publication. Thaugh
each s unique, they tend to share these traits;

1. They feature achlevements of African-Americans.
2. They provide the African-American perspective 10 the news,

3. They present articles that offer advice aimed specifically at
Africare-American readers,

4. They present community news not mentioned in the white

press,

There is community appeal to black newspapers. These newspa-
pers include lists of people attending events or students on honor
rodls, announcements of upcoming local events, opinion pleces from
local African-American columnists, group portraits, and small ads
from local businesses. Here s a sampling of the content from four
black newspapers:

The MNew Piltsburgh Cowrter, Oct. 7, 1995; This issue
featvred Associated Press stories but only about African-
American people. Only one news story was locally produced
and it was about a business conlerence aimed at Alrican-
Americans, This issue also included a two-pege spreed of
severel local columnists commenting about local and national
ESSUES.
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The Chicage Defender, Get. 23, 1995: This tabloid-soyle
publication is one of the larger of the black newspapers, This
issue included 28 pages; the last four provided sports cover-
age. The dominant storics were produced by Defernder report-
ers, including one that emanated from Haiti

Of note in this issue was inclusion of four press releases from the
University of lllinols Extension Service: “Redefining the natal relation-
ship™ (adult children and parents); “Managing the manthly budget™
(warning signs of financial roubles); "Grandparents and grandkids
can cope with paln of growing older” (when grandchildren reach
puberty); and "Check lease before buying pet”™ (pets in apartments).

The Atlania lnguirer, Mov. 11, 1995: This publication has
the broadsheet rather than tabloid format, Of the six stories on
page | of this 10-page issue, three stories were produced by
Inquirer reporters: a ribben cutting for a new building, a erime
story, and three photos with cutlines about the Atlanta Braves'
victory parade, The other three were press releases: changes at
& bocal health care facility, students at a tocal college named to
a who's-who publication, and an upcoming meeting spon-
sored by & local human services agency.

The Los Angeles Sentinel, Jan. 18-24 and Jan. 25-31,
1996: This newspaper uses full-color photos on the front page.
Unlike the other newspapers examined, this newspaper
featured a erime story as the lead story in these two issues,
The international news department only featured stories from
Alfrica, including Zambia, Zaire, and South Africa.

Black Mewspapers in Louisiana

In Louisiane, the nine black newspepers found so far include the
Alexandria Mews Weekly: the Post and Weekly News in Baton
Rouge; the Dispatch and the Free Press in Monroe; the Tribune,
Data Mews Weekly and Louisians Weekly in New Orleans; and the
Shreveport Sur,

These nevsspapers vary in quality. At the low end are the papers
run by business people with no journalistic training, For example,
the Baltor Mouge Weekly Mews is operated from the home of its
owner, He has no staff other than a part-time advertising salesman
and assistance from his wife. The editorial content consists of press
releases, locel commentaries, and photos used if accompanied by a
£5.00 fee.

On the other hand, the New Orleans Tribune is a kigh quality,
attractive, well-written newspaper with an editorial staff, This paper
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just celebrated its 10th anniversery in 1995, It began as an atternpt
to offer another view of the news. New Ohleans has only one domi-
nant newspaper, the Times-Picayune. The lounders of the Tribure
tock offense at the prependerance of negative coverage of the black
cormmunity by the Times-Ficayune (Allman, 1995). Blacks comprise
the majonty of the population in the city, 65 percent. The three
mayors of Mew Orleans since the Tribune started in 1985 have been
black.

The Fribune has provided the following coverage:

= A reporl that the legal senvices contract awarded for the
convention center went to a firm that had never hired an
African-American lawyer;

+ A report of the disproportionate number of joba lost by
blacks in the city; and

*  In-depth articles about successful black figures in the city.
Strategies for Working With the Black Press

The first step in developing a media relations plan to reach the
black press is to find them. As with any specialized publication, they
may rect appear on newsstands, | have found the Louisiana black
newspapers by asking members of the black community, including
black newspaper editors, and checking lists from the Louisiana
Press Association, the Editer & Publisher Yearbook, and the MMPA.

The next step Is Lo visit the editors, reporters, and other
gatekespers either al meetings or al ther offices, Karen Smith
Green, who handles media relations for the Chicago Cooperative
Extension office, said she has developed a rapport with the Defender
over o period of years, She has made visits, sent press releases, and
sought eut Defender editors and reporters at gatherings of journal-
ists. Her impression is that black newspaper gatekeepers, as with
many white newspaper gatekeepers, are unaware of the valuable
resources that the extension sendoe and land-grant universities
providie (Green, K., December 1995), The Chicago Defender was the
only blsck newspaper in my search that included articles from the
extension service at a land-grant university.

My expenenct in meeting with the editors of black newspapers is
that they are more open about thelr need for advertising dollars than
editors of white-owned newspapers (Campbell, ¥, September 1995;
McKenna, B,, October 1995; & Payne, 1, October 1995; personal
communicetions), The editors have to be exiremnely frugal with
overhead expenses, At this writing, nene of the editors in Lowisiana
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had the computer equipment necessary Lo receive press releases
or-line, One editor did not want press releases faxed to him because
of the cost of fax paper. To expedite usage in one newspaper, | send
my press releases camera-ready, maiched for the font and column
width, so the editor can paste them into his layout.

The types of press releases preferred by the African-American-
cwnied media ane similar to thoese preferred by the white-owned
media. Black newspapers are most interested in press releases that
show news through people,

Based on my reading of black newspapers and talking with
editors, | put forth the following types of stories as best bets for
usage in black newspapers:

1. Entreprencurial opportunities with specific details from

people who have succeeded

Minorities look to small business opportunities because of
discrimination in white-dominated institutions. For example,
the Mew Pittsburgh Courfer gave full-page coverage to a
seminar on business cpportunities for blacks,

2. Advice on health, especially concerning heart disease,
strokes, obesity, diabetes

Adrican-Americans suffer disproportionately from the major
lifestyle diseases that threaten all Americans, Ebongy maga-
rine has a department, “House Call,” in which readers” health
and fitness questions are answered by experts, although
none were from land-grant universities in the issues | read.
Howewer, Laura Randolph, who writes the “Sisterspeak™
column for Ebony, quoted a University of Arizona study on
the differences in body image between black and white
fermate adolescents in the Movember 1995 issue.

3. Personal finance

A disproportionate number of African-Americans are below
the poverty line, and average salaries are lower for this
population than the white population. There is a keen
interest and need for information on managing money and
oplimizing limited resources.

4, Career opportunities and guldance

The October 1995 izsue of the NMew Orleans Tribune carried
a feature story on assessing whether it is time to look for
another job and how to look while holding on to the job you
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have. These types of stories are critical for today's economy
and need to be generated for all types of media, including
the black press.

Motably missing from black newspapers are examples of careers
in agriculture. Land-grant universitics can provide the information to
halp overcame a stigma of few career opporunities in these fields,
One way to do this [s to feature suecessful people with rewarding
careers who recehed their education at land-grant universities.
Following up with black graduates and disseminating features about
thelr careers and how they reached them will ulimately help with
recruitment efforts and enlarge the pool of talented people who are
secking higher education and professional careers.

5. Family relationships

The family and the church play strong roles in the lives of
African-Americans. These two institutions similarly play a
strong role in the content of black newspapers, These
newspapers tend to carry a lot of church news, Many colum.-
nists advise seeking God's help and quote scriptures. There
is also @ heavy concentration on senlor citizen news and
achievemnents of school children, The Oct, 23, 1995, issue of
the Chicago Defender used two press releases from the
University of lllinois Extension Service that discussed family
relationships—adult children and aging parents and the
grandparent/grandchild relationship when the grandchildren
reach puberty. The Herald-Dispatch in Los Angeles ran a
column by Marion Wright Edelman of the Children's Defense
Fund called “Child Watch,”

6. Good news about African-Americans

A common mission of all Black newspapers is to offer more
positive coverage of the African-American community since
the preponderance of coverage of blacks im the white media
is negative (Dates & Barlow, 1983), There are many achiev-
ers within the renks of agriculture, natural resources, and
consumer and family sciences thet can be highlighted In
inforrnative press releases,

An example of this type of press release appeered in the Moy, 5,
1995, issue of Louisiana Weekly. Entitled “African American
Enroliment at LSU Multiplies,” the article discussed the jumg in
enrollment of African-Americans in graduate programs at Loulsians
State University,
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Ancther strategy to help with usage of press releases is to send
photos. These publications tend to use lots of photos of posed
people. This is part of their mission to counteract negative images in
the mainstream media [Dates & Barlow, 1993}, Land-grant universi-
tes wauld be helping these publications meet one of their goals by
sending bo them good quality photos that presented positive images
of African-American people. Pholographs of successiul blacks within
the agricultune, natural rescurces, and consumer and family sci-
ences framework also would Belp spread the word aboul the value
and opportunities inherent with land-grant universities,

Mational Black Magazines

In addition to Black newspapers, the leading black national
magazines should be included ina media relations plen. Prominent
national magazines in the bleck community include Ebony, Jet, and
Essence,

Ebony is the oldest of these magazines, founded by John H,
Johnson in Chicego in 1945 (Emery, 1984). Johnson was a friend of
Henry Luce's and patterned his magezine after Life (Emery, 1984).
In 1951, he also founded Jet, a magazine that has the sraller
dimensions of TV Guide and Reader’s Digest, Essence, a black
wormen's magasine, was founded in 1970 (Emery, 1984).

EBlack Radioc Stations

Black redio stations, like Black newspapers, may also be over-
looked by communications offices at land-grant universities. How-
ever, these stations may be guite receptive o press releases and
taped messages from these institutions. Following is an example
from Baton Rouge:

Example

A local bank occasionally funds projects aimed at helping
black youth in the community, Iwrote a proposal to this bank
to fund a year's worth of radio spots promoting career oppor-
tunities in agriculture and home economics at Southern
Uriversity. The advantages tothe community included helping
steer more youth to higher education. The bank funded it for
the advertising costs, about 310,000, | wrote a series of 18
spots that were then produced by the radio station with
epproprigte sound effects. In addition, selected faculty, stu-
dents, and alumini were featured in some of the spots. The
spots aired every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday morming
duringa popular call-in program called "Question of the Day, ™
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Mo formal evaluation of the effects has been done so far,
However, enrollment in two of the featured departments
doubled during the time these spots aired.

Creating More Diversity in the White Media

By no means does getting usage in the black media mean that is
where news ebout African-Americans at land-grant institutions
should be funneled, An important aspect of media relations for land-
grant universities is to reach the white media with stories of blacks in
agriculture. It is important for both the black community and the
white community to see positive coverage of blacks in the white
media.

When the white media try to give positive coverage, they should
be prepared for a negative reaction. For example, | arranged for
three agriculture students from Southern University to appear on a
local telesision show called “Live af Five,” This half-hour show with
features aboul the community precedes the regular news show at
6:00 p.m. The students were part of the format in which one of the
hosts does a live five-minute interview. The news angle was that the
three students had completed intemnships at Colorado State Univer-
sity whose officials had arrived in Baton Rouge that week to sign
agreements formally linking the two universities in an exchange
arramgement.

The show's producer had written the questions aheed of time,
which were approved by me, the dean, and the three students. One
of the questions was, “What was it like to attend a predominantly
white university?” The students unanimously considered this a
positive experience and quite eloquently described that even though
they were among few African-Amerlcans, they felt comlfortable, were
asccepted, and made good friends while there,

After the show, several members of the black community called
o complain that the question was radist and should not have been
asked, The show's producer and the host were quite upset by the
accusatory calls, Forunately, the producer let me know; and |
arranged for my boss, the dean, to write a letter of support for the
show and the way it was handled.

Some gatekeepers may use this kind of criticiam a3 an excuse
rot to cover events in the black community. The only answer | know
to this is persistence, Communicators at land-grant universities
must continue to feed stories about African-Americans to the
mainstream media.
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Conclusion

A media relations plan to reach the black media is basically the
same as the plan to reach any group of media. News writers at land-
grant universities have to make the effort te identify and contact the
black media in their territories. They then have to make the commit-
ment to supply these media outlets with the types of information the
editors will find useful in meeting the goals of their product, whether
it i% & newspaper, magazine, of radio station, However, because |
found so little mention of land-grant universities in the black press,
my conclusion is that public information offices at land-grant
universities, including the departments within the schools of agricul-
ture, are not doing this.

Land-grant universities cannot afford to overlook amy means for
getting their message to communities that wield potential infleence
over the future of these universities. Working with the black media
requires effort above and beyond working with the mainstream
media. At stake is the relationship of the black community to land-
grant universities, Because 1890 universities are historically black,
they may have more access o contacts in the black community.
Hewever, both the 1890 and 1862 universities need to evaluate and

probably update their strategies for reaching the black press.
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