History, Theory, and Practice of American Journalism: Understanding Donald Trump’s America

Dates: June 1-11, 2026, 3-4:30 pm

Instructor:
Janet Steele
Professor of Media and Public Affairs
George Washington University
jesteele@gwu.edu


Course Description:

The media landscape has been transformed by concepts such as fake news, echo chambers, and highly polarized, partisan media. What insights can the history, theory, and practice of journalism provide about these changes and their influence on Donald Trump’s re-election in 2024? Can we relate these insights to media in Serbia?  

This interactive course bridges historical and theoretical frameworks with practical analysis of contemporary media narratives. Through discussion, video analyses, and comparative case 
studies, students will engage critically with journalism’s role in democracy.

The course is open to graduate and undergraduate students from the Faculty of Political Sciences. Sessions will be conducted in English and follow a discussion-based format. Readings are recommended but optional, while video viewings are required.


Learning Objectives:

By the end of the course, participants will:

-- Apply theories of news construction to real-world scenarios.
-- Critically assess professional journalism norms and practices in diverse contexts.
-- Analyze media narratives addressing racism, misogyny, and populism.
-- Examine the evolution of journalistic objectivity and its relevance today.


Week 1 – Foundations of American Journalism

Monday, June 1: Understanding news norms

Explore how journalists approach the "who, what, where, when, why, and how" of reporting.
Comparative analysis: U.S. and Serbian examples.
Group discussion of local news practices.

	Wednesday, Jun 3: The business of journalism – funding models and their impact

Analyze the transition from the partisan press to the penny press, and its implications for today’s media.  Who owns the media today? 

	Thursday, June 4: Objectivity – Whose objectivity? 

Critically evaluate the concept of objectivity and its limitations in historical and contemporary journalism.

View: The Black Press: Soldiers Without Swords.

Group Project 1 (Due June 8): Identify and analyze a historical media narrative (Serbia or U.S.) showcasing media bias, linking it to class discussions


Week 2 – Applying theory to the 2024 election and beyond

Monday, June 8: Social media, polarization, and racism and misogyny in journalism – does mass media still exist?

Case study: investigate media narratives around Kamala Harris, with an emphasis on systemic racism and sexism.

Wednesday, Jun 10: Media, class, and social engagement

Examine the media’s role in amplifying populist voices and advancing progressive ideals, with a focus on investigative reporting.  

View: Harvest of Shame (YouTube).

Group Project 2 (Due Thursday, June 11): Analyze a media narrative (Serbia or U.S.) that highlights journalism’s role in social engagement and its societal impact.

Thursday, June 11: Donald Trump and the press – evolving news norms

Discuss how Trump’s re-election and 2nd term presidency have undermined traditional journalistic norms and introduced new challenges to media ethics.
