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Chapter 4. Research methods  

 To design the structure of an international nonprofit organization of student journalism, it is 

necessary to understand the similarities and differences of student news outlets worldwide, as well as 

the needs of students to develop their own media outlets.  

     Also, it is necessary to know the functions and activities of international nonprofit organization that 

advocate freedom of press, as well as nonprofit organizations that promote student journalism at a 

national level.  

 This thesis conducted qualitative research to understand the aspects mentioned above. After 

doing a literature review on student journalism, it is clear that this form of media has been ignored by 

researchers around the world. Most of the documents that explain the functions and structure of student 

press refer to the U.S. model of university student-run newspapers.              

 Although this model has been adopted in other countries, the literature review on freedom of 

press and journalism education evidenced that the forms and needs of media and the notions of 

freedom of press vary from country to country. Thus, it cannot be assumed that students worldwide use 

the same model of news outlets or that those who have not developed their own media would chose to 

imitate an established model.              

 The situation of student journalism worldwide has not been explored, but this is not a 

consequence of an absence of student media in universities outside the U.S. The Internet hosts 

hundreds of student news outlets from countries worldwide. This thesis attempts to analyze most of 

these media to understand its characteristics.                                                                                             

  

 The main objective of the project proposed in this thesis is to promote free student-run news 

outlets. To achieve this objective, rather than gathering quantifiable data of student media outlets, this 

thesis used qualitative methods to understand the perceptions of student journalists on the situation of 
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free speech and press in their countries and the resources needed to develop their own media.  

4.1 Qualitative Research Methods                                                                                                                             

 This research consists of three qualitative methods: structured interviews to members of student 

news outlets, semi-structured interview to nonprofit organizations, and an organizational analysis of 

student news outlets and freedom-of-press nonprofit organizations.  

4.1a Structured Interviews  

 In a structured or standardized interview, several subjects are asked to answer a specific set of 

questions. Interviewers must ask the questions exactly as worded in the questionnaire and must assure 

subjects provide answers relevant to the questions (Berg, 2007; Barbour, 2008; Bernard, 2000).  

     Berg (2007) explains, “The rationale here is to offer each subject approximately the same stimulus 

so that responses to questions ideally will be comparable” (p. 92).  

Survey to student news outlets  

 A survey is a questionnaire that provides respondents a set of standardized answers.    

 Researchers can collect, analyze and present data easily when having a controlled set of answers.  

     Survey data can be collected through face-to-face interviews, self-administered questionnaires and 

telephone interviews (Bernard, 2000, p. 229).  

     Self-administered questionnaires are usually sent by mail, dropped off and picked up later, or 

programmed in a computer (Bernard, 2000, p. 229).  

     Due to time zone differences between the interviewer and the subject, this research used self-

administered questionnaires sent via email. This also gave subjects the option of answering the 

questions at a suitable time for them.  

     The interviewer sent an online self-administered survey to members of 20 student news outlets from 

15 countries.  
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Survey content  

 The survey consists of 20 questions. Only the questions marked with a red star are obligatory. 

The content of the survey is based on the literature review on student journalism and it's designed to 

collect the following information:  

 Type of university: The respondents study in a private or a public university.  

• Private: Universities that are not assisted and usually not managed by the government. They 

rely on private funding.  

• Public: University managed or owned by the state and funded with government resources.  

Function of news outlet  

 A student news outlet can serve more than one of these functions.  

• Official student media outlet of a university: The news outlet is recognized by the university 

community and authorities as the official student newspaper, magazine, etc. This news outlet 

can be financially and organizationally independent from the university.  

• Official student media outlet of a faculty: The news outlet is recognized by as the official 

student newspaper, magazine, etc. of a faculty or school. This news outlet can be financially 

and organizationally independent from the faculty or school.  

•  Part of a journalism course: The news outlet is an activity, assignment or project of a 

journalism course.  

• Journalism lab or workshop: The main function or one of the functions of the news is to serve 

as a journalism training platform for students. This news outlet can be financially and 

organizationally independent from the university.  

• Student organization: The news outlet is registered in the university as a student academic or 

extracurricular organization.  
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• Independent project: The news outlet is born form a students' idea, in some cases it could be 

recognized by the university community as a legitimate student media outlet but doesn't receive 

university funding or is registered as a student organization. Examples of these include 

underground newspapers, blogs and commercial student magazines.  

Organization of the news outlets: Income, staff recruitment, academic or professional advising.  

• Income: The financial resources of the news outlet. Examples of income sources provided in 

the survey are: university funding, advertising space in the news outlet, donations, sales and 

subscriptions.  

• Staff recruitment: The criteria used to elect staff, editors and advisers.  

• Adviser: A person with an academic degree or work experience in the media field assist 

students in content, managerial or ethical issues.  

Functions of the news outlets  

• Audience: The news outlet's readers or spectators, the people reached or addressed by the 

news outlet's content.  

• Mission: The news outlet's ultimate goal.  

• Content: Information presented by the news outlet  

• Content decision: The members who decide the content of the news outlet.  

Content control prior to publication  

• Adviser's authority over content: The news outlet's academic adviser has the last word on 

the content.  

University content restrictions: University policies that forbid the expression or publication of 
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certain ideas or information.  

Government content restrictions: Laws that forbid certain content in the media.  

• Authorities' approval: A government, university authority or faculty member must authorize the 

content on the news outlet before it’s published, printed or aired.  

  Content restriction after publication: Restraint of the news outlets because of its content.  

Examples provided in the survey are:  

• A university official prevented it from being published or aired because of its content  

• A government official prevented it from being published or aired because of its content  

• The news outlet was suspended or shut down because of its content  

• The copies of the publication were pulled from campus because of its content  

• The news outlet Web site was blocked because of its content  

• The university administration suspended the news outlet's funding because of its content  

• One or more members of the staff were punished because of something they wrote, drew or 

photographed  

Nonprofit project:  

• Services and activities: What services and activities would student news outlets would like the 

nonprofit organization to offer.  

• Communication tools: The most suitable communication methods or tools for the organization 

to reach student journalists.  

 Students are asked to provide additional comments or information on their news outlets they 

consider necessary or that complements their answers.   
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 Participant selection criteria  

Definition of student news outlet  

 Based on the literature review on student journalism, this research was based on the following 

definitions.  

News Outlets  

 A medium that disseminates news and perspectives on them. News is information on events 

that are related to the audience in question of prominence, immediacy, proximity, impact or oddity, or a 

combination of these elements (Smith, Connell & Gibson, 2003, p. 86).  

University Student News Outlets  

 News outlets in which university students are responsible for the production and editing of their 

content. This thesis will focus on newspapers and magazines (printed media) and text or audiovisual 

content published on the Internet (online media).  

University Student Journalist  

 A person registered as a student in a university who collaborates on the content of a student 

news outlet. This thesis will focus on news outlets produced and edited by university students.  

Search criteria  

 Two methods were applied to find potential subjects for the survey. First, an Internet search was 

conducted using Google Search Engine (GSE).  

     The search terms were “student” and “university” with one or more of these words: “media,” 

“newspaper,” “magazine,” “blog” and “radio.” These words were typed in English, French, German, 

Portuguese and Spanish.  

     After the Internet search, the researcher created a database containing links and email addresses of 

all the Web pages that featured characteristics of a university student news outlet defined in this thesis. 

This database also contained contact information on printed media that provided its contact information 
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in the Internet.  

     The second method was conducted through faculties or stand-alone schools of journalism, 

communication or media studies from the five continents.  

     One-hundred-and-seventeen faculties and schools were found through GSE and online education 

databases. The contact information of these institutes was also gathered in a database.  

     An e-mail invitation was sent to both student news outlets and faculties and schools. The student 

news outlets were asked to answer an online survey and the faculties and schools were asked to send 

this invitation to their students.  

     The news outlets and the student who answered the invitation became the survey participants.  

Survey application and data collection tools  

 An online survey was designed through Question Pro and Google Documents.  

Question Pro Online Survey  

 Question Pro is a software consultant company that offers market research tools to companies 

and nonprofit organizations.  

 QuestionPro's online survey software provides users a platform to create a survey, send it and 

receive and collect responded questionnaires automatically (Question Pro, 2008).  

 First, the user puts the questions into the survey format. The user can use one or multiple 

choice, or open questions.  

 After the survey is designed, the user sends subjects the link to the survey via e-mail. When the 

subjects click on the link, the survey will appear automatically on their Web browser. They can click on 

the options or type the answers, depending on the question. Once they completed the survey, their 

answers are sent back to the user's Question Pro Account and collected in a report.  

 The report indicates who has completed the survey and who had viewed it but not completed it. 

QuestionPro sent automatic weekly reminders to the subjects who haven't completed the survey.  
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 This software was used for three months. Because of cost and access issues,
1

 the survey was 

transferred to Google Documents. This and other research difficulties are explained in the next chapter.  

Google Documents  

 Google Documents is a free service to store and share documents online. The user can design 

a survey by putting the questions and answer options in a form document.  

The user can send the link to the survey via e-mail. The survey data is collected in a spreadsheet 

stored in the user's Google Documents account. The software also transforms the data into graphics.  

Survey sample  

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Student Journalist Survey  

You are invited to participate in our survey for a thesis research on Student Media around the World. In 

this survey, approximately 50 people will be asked to complete a survey that asks questions about the 

structure, management and content of their news outlet as well as their perception of freedom of press 

in their countries. It will take approximately 20 minutes to complete the questionnaire.  

   

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. There are no foreseeable risks associated with 

this project. However, if you feel uncomfortable answering any questions, you can withdraw from the 

survey at any point. It is very important for us to learn your opinions.  

   

Your survey responses will be strictly confidential and data from this research will be reported only in 

the thesis results. Your information will be coded and will remain confidential. If you have questions at 

                                                 
1 The user must pay a monthly fee for the software or all the data is erased. The software doesn't send 

notifications of completed surveys and it sends reminders to subjects that had already completed it.  
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any time about the survey or the procedures, you may contact Monica Cruz Rosas by email at: 

monica.cruz@okstate.edu or cruzmon@gmail.com  

 * Required   

1.     Country and city of residence: *  

2.     Your university is... *(is it state owned or is it independent)  

Private  

Public  

3.     Your news outlet (blog, newspaper, magazine, podcast, radio station) is considered... Check as 

many as apply *  

The official student news outlet of your university  

The official student news outlet of your faculty  

The official news outlet of the Student government/Union  

Part of a journalism workshop  

Part of a journalism lab or course  

Part of student organization  

Independent project  

N/A  

4.     The main income of your news outlet comes from...  

University funding  

Advertisement  

Donations  

Publication sales or subscription  

Other:  

5.     What is the mission of your news outlet? (Its ultimate goal)  
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6.     Who is your audience? 

7.  Who decides the content of your news outlet?  

      The editor in chief  

The editorial board (including the editor in chief)  

The whole staff  

A professor  

A university official  

A member of the Student Government  

Other:   

8.     What kind of information does your news outlet provide?   

9.     Does your news outlet need authorization or consent of someone outside your staff before it's 

published or aired? *  

Yes  

No  

Other:   

   

10.  What are the requirements for becoming a staff member in your news outlet?  

Be part of the university community 

  Be an enrolled student in your university  

Have experience in journalism  

Have taken journalism courses  

Other:   

11.  Does your staff have an adviser?  

Yes  
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No  

N/A  

Other:   

10.  If you answered 'yes' to the last question, is the adviser a...  

Professor  

Journalist  

PR/Communication person  

A university official  

Other:   

12.  If you have an adviser, how much authority does your adviser have over the content of your news 

outlet?  

He/she decides all the content  

He/she decides the majority of the content  

He/she decides along with the staff or editorial board  

He/she just gives his/her point of view but doesn't take part in the editorial or content decisions  

Other:   

13.  If you answered 'yes' to the last question, from whom?  

Publications department  

University Official  

Journalism/mass communications department  

Faculty Member (including adviser)  

Student Government  

Government authority  

Other:   
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13.  Besides copyright or plagiarism, are there university policies or laws your news outlet has to 

follow in regard to its content, besides copyright or plagiarism? *  

Yes  

No  

I don't know  

Other:   

14.  Besides copyright or plagiarism, are there government policies or laws your news outlet has to 

follow in regard to its content, besides copyright or plagiarism? *  

Yes  

No  

I don't know  

Other:   

15.  Has your news outlet ever gone through to one or more of these situations? Check as many as 

apply *  

A university official prevented it from being published or aired because of its content  

A government official prevented it from being published or aired because of its content  

Suspended or shut down because of its content  

The copies of the publication were pulled from campus because of its content  

The news outlet Website was blocked because of its content  

Your university suspended the news outlet funding because of its content  

One or more members of the staff were punished because of something they wrote, drew or 

photographed  

None of these situations  

Other:   
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16.  What kind of content could incite one or more of the situations described in the question above? 

Check as many a apply  

Sexually explicit content  

Language considered vulgar or inappropriate  

Content considered racist or discriminatory  

Content considered subversive or anti-government  

Content considered inciting violence or criminal acts  

Content considered damaging to the image or reputation of a person or an institution (including 

your university)  

Other:  

17.  How much protection against censorship do you think journalists receive in your country? *  

They are fully protected (with narrow not-content-based exceptions)  

There have been some cases of censorship, but most of the time their rights are recognized  

Censorship is common, but they are allowed to write or express opinions from time to time  

They are usually not allowed to write or express opinions  

Other:   

18.  How much protection against censorship do you think student journalists receive in your 

university? *  

They are fully protected (with narrow not-content-based exceptions)  

There have been some cases of censorship, but most of the time their rights are recognized  

Censorship is common, but they are allowed to write or express opinions from time to time  

They are usually not allowed to write or express opinions  

Other:  

19.  If you were a member of an international organization of student journalists what kind of 



148 

 

information would you like it to offer? *  

Journalism practice tips  

Journalism ethics tips  

Information on Web or editorial design  

Information on management and advertising  

Guidelines to prevent censorship  

International laws and committees of freedom of press  

Student journalism from other countries  

Other:   

20.  If you were a member of an international organization of student journalists what kind of services 

would you like it to offer? *  

Journalism advice  

Legal advice  

Exposure  

Forums  

International networking  

Contests and Awards  

Conferences and events  

Networking with journalism institutes or schools  

Other:   

21.  If you were a member of an international organization of student journalists what communication 

tools would be more useful and effective for your news outlet? (Besides a Website) *  

Blog  

Online or email Newsletter  
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Online forum  

Email  

Regular Mail (includes print newsletter)  

Phone  

Other:  

  ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

4.1b Semi-structured interview to nonprofit organizations                                                                      

Semi-structured questionnaires were sent via e-mail to the international press-freedom nonprofit 

organizations and student journalism nonprofit organizations listed in appendix 2. The first was sent to 

organizations dedicated to advocating press freedom and protecting journalists worldwide. The second 

was sent to organizations dedicated to assisting student journalists.                                           

 The purpose of these questionnaires is to understand and compare the structure and 

communication strategies of these organizations.  

Questionnaire to international free-press nonprofit organizations  

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------   

Structure  

What were the main concerns that led to the creation of your organization?    

How was your first board of directors chosen?    

How many members did you have when your organization started?    

Communication Strategies    

Does your organization create networks among student journalists? How?    

What are the most effective communication strategies for fund raising?    

What are the most effective communication strategies to keep your internal audience informed about 
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the organization?    

Recommendations for Thesis project    

What do you think a nonprofit for student journalists needs in order to be effective in its funding and 

management aspects?    

How important is the protection of student press for the journalism field?    

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Questionnaire to student press nonprofit organizations    

Structure    

What were the main concerns that led to the creation of your organization?    

How was your fist board of directors chosen?    

How much funding did you need to get the organization started?    

How do you recruit your members?      

How do you choose your board members?    

How did (organization’s name) become an international organization?    

How did you expand your offices to other countries?    

How do you deal with the differences of nonprofit laws for your offices outside your headquarters' 

country?      

Are you affiliated with other human rights organizations or nonprofits that aid journalists?    

Do you share efforts or information with other nonprofits that aid journalists?    

Are you affiliated with universities?    

 Do you charge dues to news organizations for your information?    

Actions and research    

What kind of information tools do you require to do your research?    

What is the most effective way to know about censorship cases or human rights violations in countries 
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where electronic communication is not accessible or difficult to access to?    

What do your members usually say or do when they meet with an authority concerned with a 

censorship case?    

How do you deal with jurisdiction in other countries when dealing with press censorship? What actions 

do you take in countries where free speech is not allowed?    

How much protection do journalists receive with article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human 

Rights?    

Do you think exceptions of free press protection: "for respect of....reputations of others; for the 

protection of....public order, or...morals" can give authorities the right to ban truthful information if they 

believe it can affect these three aspects?    

Communication strategies    

What are the most effective communication strategies for fund raising?    

What are the most effective communication strategies to reach people without or little Internet access?    

What are the most effective communication strategies to keep your internal audience informed about 

the organization?    

How have you built relationships with your donors?    

 Student Journalists    

Under what circumstances does your organization aid student journalists?    

Approximately how many student journalists cases have you had?    

Do you deal with student journalist cases differently from professional journalist cases?    

What do you think a nonprofit for student journalists needs to be effective in its funding and 

management aspects?    

What resources does it need to accomplish the goal of protecting student journalists?    

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------   
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4.1c Additional or supportive methods  

 “Mixing methods are...often employed in order to compensate for the perceived shortcomings of 

stand-alone methods, with the aim of either providing a more complete picture or enhancing coverage” 

(Barbour, 2008, p. 151). A structure analysis was applied in this research to support the data collected 

in the structured interviews.  

Structure analysis of news outlets  

 During the Internet search for survey respondents, information on the history and organization of 

about 100 student news outlets was gathered from their Web sites and other resources, such as news 

stories, university Web sites and blogs.  

 This information was compared and analyzed in order to classify student news outlets by their 

type of organization, structure and format. The analysis of this data and the data collected in the 

surveys will be analyzed in the next chapter.  

 Also, additional information on the history, structure and functions of the nonprofit organizations 

that participated in the interviews was gathered from their Web sites to complement the information 

obtained from the questionnaires.  

The news outlets will be collected in an Excel spread sheet according to the following criteria.  

Country or origin  

 Affiliation with the university: Whether it's the official news outlet of a university or an 

independent project, student organization, etc.   

 Format: Whether it's a newspaper, online newspaper, magazine, online magazine, radio or 

blog. 

 This research helped design the basis of the organization proposal. The next chapter shows the 

results of the interviews and presents an analysis that combines the answers to the interviews and the 

structure analysis of the student media and NGOs. Then, it presents the organization proposal and a 
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communication strategy to introduce the project to students and nonprofits.   


