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Overview
The faculties of the Cagli and Armagh projects, in reflective sessions, have opened the dialogue that aims to perfect the impact of these projects on the student participant, to define exactly what we are doing, and establish an accepted position within the academic firmament.

On the surface, the projects are striving for “media convergence,” a rather illusive concept that that is still seeking to distinguish itself from what has commonly been known as “multi-media.” The transitional nature is evident from this description on the web site: 

Content on this site is produced by students working in collaborative teams mentored by professional journalists and educators and is the result of intensive, immersive education in the theories and techniques of multimedia storytelling. Now in its eighth year, the program has maintained its focus on the convergence of media and the importance of cultural awareness in the effective reporting and presentation of journalistic stories about the communities is which it resides.
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What is the difference between multi- and converged- media? The multi-media approach usually starts with a textual base that is supported by a variety of media: photo, video and web primarily. The print story-tellers take the lead. But in convergence, the story can be driven by an aesthetic that could emerge from any of the media to best tell the story --  hence, the emphasis on collaboration within a multi-disciplinary team and wide-open options for the lone backpack journalist who can do it all.
So far our projects have involved teams, which is better suited for new initiates to multi-media skills. (Backpacking may be best reserved for the more experienced and advanced student.) The faculty has just begun to understand that an “open discourse” among team members is the best way to nurture the convergence concept. A breakthrough was made in Cagli this year when the faculty proposed that they teach and work as a team rather than independent agents, thereby modeling the approach expected of the student.
So one of the first objectives of our research is to nail down effective ways of engaging students in the practice of media convergence.

Our second focus is experiential learning.
No matter how we show applied learning in action, there will be skeptics who will not equate it with lecture/discussion classes, seminars or lab courses. An experiential course cannot become a significant part of any program in communications unless there is widespread acceptance and understanding of the basis of such learning (see Moon, 2004, and Beard & Wilson, 2002, for discussions of experiential learning and cognitive impacts). We define experiential learning as an inductive approach to education in which practice precedes theory. In Cagli and Armagh experiential learning is organized around student projects in which teams of students must seek the underlying knowledge and information that would lead to a successful completion of the project; the teacher serves as overseer and evaluator of the process.
The measurements of learning we have collected in Cagli 2008 will eventually be compared to measurements of learning in a standard media skills course.

And finally, we are looking at the effect on learning of doing such projects in an international setting.

Our observation is that most international programs serve students in the tradition of the Grand Tour of Europe in the 19th century. It is assumed that just being abroad will inure to a student’s benefit regardless of the courses he or she takes. (One of our Cagli students, who had spent a semester in Florence with another program, had never been to the Uffizi Gallery or to see The David at the Academia until a weekend trip this summer.) We hope to demonstrate that a short burst of engaging a culture in a summer program is just as valuable, if not more so, than the loosely attended lecture/discussion classes featured in most American study abroad programs (see Carlson, 1990, for statistical studies of Americans abroad).  
Further, we plan to test a series of research hypotheses derived from our practices (see Theory & Practice, below) and theoretical observations.  Some of these hypotheses center on the impact of foreign cultural immersion on convergence learning (Carlson, Burn, Useem, and Yachiowicz, 1990).  We are testing for optimal approaches and timelines to teach multimedia in an international setting; the differences between team and individual learning of multimedia skills; and how team organization affects student performance, perspective, and story quality. We are also planning comparative studies of the impact of “short burst” intensive exposure to multimedia in a foreign context as opposed to learning multimedia at home in conventional semester-long programs. And we hope, qualitatively if not quantitatively, to document the relationships between foreign language learning, intercultural exposure, and the development of broader and deeper story-telling skills and perspectives. 
Theory & Practice

The impetus for our research grows out of the available literature – and gaps in the literature -- on multimedia journalism, news values, and experiential learning abroad.  Most of the literature focuses in silos. The theory of “convergence” as it applies to multimedia journalism, experiential learning abroad, and the impact on news values, production and aesthetics (i.e., what Internet and digital news is becoming), is a green field. 
Lee, Chang, and Shoemaker have recently defined newsworthiness as a matter of “deviance,” – that is, deviance from social norms or norms of law, along with statistical deviance which includes news coverage of unlikely or statistically odd or novel events; and social change deviance, referring to “events that have a potential to make a difference in the existing social structure or order” (Lee, 2008).  All forms of “deviance” influence audience selection of news and predict the likelihood of media coverage, according to a recent 10-country study (Shoemaker & Cohen [undated] cited in Lee (2008).  However, Durham Peters equates the professional and audience experience of news as an act of witnessing and presence, particularly the witnessing and acknowledgement of pain and death (Durham Peters, 2001).  According to Durham Peters, witnessing produces a journalism of “intricately tangled practice” that “raises questions of truth and experience, presence and absence, death and pain, seeing and saying, and the trustworthiness of perception” (2001). In foreign correspondent contexts, witnessing is an especially powerful act. Young journalists are confronted with “newsiness” at every turn:  new languages, foods, terrain, people, histories, and customs.  Since multimedia journalism enables multi-faceted witnessing and expression, where multiple, hyperlinked stories can be written or produced in visual and aural forms, newsworthiness can be framed not as “deviance” but as celebration of ritual and common cause in daily community life.
Further, in the modern, digital context, the Internet invites unprecedented numbers of readers, viewers, and “users” to witness and record newsworthy events. The field is no longer limited to professional journalists and photographers; it is transitioning from an elite profession inviting comparatively few to participate to a firmament of news producers, consumers, and publics, many exchanging roles. As a result, multimedia “journalism” is commonly framed as journalism in crisis.  Media critics equate crisis to an incursion of amateurs, the decline of the newspaper and, more cogently, the individual by-line and self-perception of journalists (Deuze, 2004).  In the Cagli and Armagh programs, however, multimedia opens up startling possibilities.  Rather than a narrowly defined journalism (a.k.a. “lowest common denominator,” an unappetizing combination of amateurish video, audio, text, and Web), we have witnessed brand-new visual journalists make stunning films, cover history and tragedy, and develop a more subjective and deeply felt sense of story than many professional journalism organizations have (see also Aston, J., 2008). 
The freedom to choose and experiment is one of the joys of the Cagli and Armagh Projects (see http://inarmagh.net ).  Despite severe limitations in technology (this year, especially, we were confronted with outdated equipment, software, and problems with Internet access), the challenges of foreign languages, and the short timeframes for project completion, many students have found means of producing visual essays, textual stories, and fact-filled web documentaries of uncommon beauty and insight (Emmett, 2008).  
Our perceptions of their work suggest that a new “convergence” aesthetic for multimedia journalism is emerging.  This aesthetic by no means translates traditional print or broadcast news values (or formats) directly onto the Internet.  Rather, the aesthetic aims for a more idiosyncratic and private view of subject matter, recognizing the deep emotional impacts of news (Newhagen,  Reeves, 1992) and the bonds forged between “witness” (reporter or producer), the subject, and the viewer/reader.  As the media critic John Dewey once described this aesthetic in his classic work, Art as Experience:
The task is to restore continuity between the refined and intensified forms of experience that are works of art and the everyday events, doings, and sufferings that are universally recognized to constitute experience.  (Dewey, 1934)

Our observations suggest that convergence journalism in a foreign culture is a new art form. It allows the young journalist to witness and document the news of common experience. We call this the news of a new place, the “stranger in a strange land” hypothesis. Convergence journalism brings together a fusion of arts, cross-cultural interests, team journalism, and the habits, rituals, pasts, and futures of individuals in community.  It is based on several dynamic values, among them:

· An aesthetic and practice of team-based digital story telling in multiple media forms;
· Multi-faceted story telling that eschews the “objectivity” and “omniscient” ethic of conventional news journalism;
· A journalism that offers a “multi-perspective,” documentary ethic drawing on emotional insight, not simply “sight” or static observation of the “distant” professional;
· A journalism that stresses an aesthetic of “liveness” and witnessing to others’ pain and joy (Durham Peters, 2001; Auslander, 1999).  The converged story lives in a place where stories are never ending and linked inexorably to other stories.
· A journalism that acknowledges the evanescent and multidimensional lens and the deep bond between producers of news, their subjects, and their audiences (s).  

· A fusion of storytelling art that appeals to the senses as much as the intellect. 

Our research hypotheses derive both from practical observation of student development along with our theories of convergent journalism in the international context.  In raw, un-operationalized form, the hypotheses include the following:  

1. Experiential learning is enhanced with an intercultural component. 
2. Students’ performance in immersive multimedia will be enhanced by an intercultural experience as compared to their performance in an environment without an intercultural experience. 
3. Intercultural and language training has a positive impact on story quality.
4. The higher the technical proficiency of students, the more satisfied they will be in “owning” all aspects of the project.
5. The quality of output and performance of students in the ‘team rotation’ groups will be different from teams of students handling all four aspects of a story individually.
6. Convergent journalism is best learned and practiced in teams. 
7. The more intensive the level of team collaboration, the higher the technical, artistic, and journalistic quality of the final output.
8. Teams that have a close relationship with their faculty mentors will produce stronger work in all aspects (see Evaluation Matrix) than those who do not have a strong relationship with a team mentor.
9. Students who spend more time in the field and lab produce higher quality stories than students who spend less time.   
10. Increasing the number of contact/field work hours and decreasing the number of  hours spent in introductory lecture classes has a positive impact on convergence learning.
11. Working individually or in teams of two on all aspects of a story saves time and eliminates the bottleneck of the textual story telling (reporting and writing) as the first milestones. 

12. But cooperative teams may producer stories of higher quality thanks to team synergy.

13. Any form of media can drive the story telling (e.g., a video vision or a photographic vision) rather than the conventional form of print preceding and driving other media.

We are still in the process of refining these hypotheses.  We welcome comments from our colleagues and students on more accurate ways to express, operationalize, and measure these hypotheses.
Current Research Methods
Dr. Mary Ann Danielson of the Office of Academic Excellence and Assessment at Creighton University has completed the first evaluations of The Cagli Projects of 2006 and 2007. Her report on program achievements and student learning is now available (copies will be distributed at this conference).  Each year IEIMedia asks students to respond to electronic surveys of approximately 24-26 questions and rate the program on achievement of stated objectives; changes in student proficiencies and competencies in various skill sets (i.e., Italian, Intercultural communication, written stories, Web, photo, and video), and improvements in levels of self-confidence and satisfaction with their travel and immersion experiences.  

In 2008, however, we have undertaken a much more systematic and thorough set of surveys.  Our research now includes:

· Pre-program, post arrival, and post-program surveys of 24-26 questions in which students provide background on family occupation, college choices, majors, motivations for electing the overseas multimedia journalism program, and self-ratings (scales 1-5 or 1-4) on achievement of program objectives, improvement in skills, and confidence levels pre and post-program.  Surveys also ask students to rate their levels of competitiveness and cooperation with other individuals and teams; their levels of satisfaction with individual and team organization and performance.  The surveys now include short essay and commentary portions to allow us to gather subjective responses to program changes.  

· Weekly student logs of hours spent outside the classroom.  We ask the students to document the hours each spends on individual and team tasks each week.  We have collected and analyzed these data to assess the efficiency of various organizational models in the program, including a team vs. individual model of task completion.  We are also analyzing the data to see how efficiently teams use resources and achieve completion of projects.

· Beginning this year, we are asking a team of independent evaluators outside the teaching staff to assess the stories, photos, videos, and Web packages that students produce in our projects.  Our goal is to assess “final product” and aesthetic/news impact of the student work. The 2008 Cagli teaching and research staff developed an independent evaluation matrix and scoring system (see attached) that the evaluating teams will use to measure student performance.  Professor Ciofalo will start by having evaluators rate student work on both the Armagh (2007) and Cagli 2008 projects.  Scoring will be used to test many of our research hypotheses and to provide an independent measure of “boot camp” international multimedia learning as compared with conventional student learning in multimedia classes taken in regular university semester-long courses in the United States. 
· Qualitative interviews with faculty regarding their expectations for the Armagh and Cagli programs and their observations post-program are being conducted to identify pedagogic strengths and weaknesses.

· Preliminary reports on our Cagli 2008 quantitative findings will be presented at this conference.  We are using various statistical analyses tools (i.e., SPSS ANOVA repeated measures; cross-tabs; correlation) to develop conclusions regarding our comparatively small sample sizes.  Our goal is to repeat these measures in all international multimedia immersion programs going forward both to enlarge our sample database and draw more reliable conclusions.
Summary
        Our bottom-line is to provide a more intensive view of how students respond to “short burst” convergence training overseas.  We plan further analyses of Cagli 2008 pre- and post-program data and aim to publish these and future results. Our overall objective is to develop a comprehensive theory of convergence learning, its aesthetics and ethics, and how universities can best leverage an overseas immersion practicum to prepare the next generation of journalists.  

        We welcome your comments.   
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