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Ms. Young:

I find much to applaud in the thought that has gone into preparing the plans for the proposed Master’s in Sports Journalism program.
I plead guilty to being constrained in my conceptualizing by having spent a 40-year sports journalism career operating within the narrow – and growingly, frighteningly outdated – boundaries of print journalism: newspapers.

My experience there, however, raises a thought in me about what seems to me to be one omission in the areas to be covered.

I speak of the psychology of this entire field: the psychology of athletes, with whom these journalists will be dealing; the quite different thinking common among coaches; different, too, among sports management. And, perhaps most vital to coverage, there is the altogether different psychology of readers/viewers/fans – the first two groups relatively synonymous, I would think, but “fans” a little different to deal with than readers/viewers who want to be kept up on the sports news of the day, minus the zealotry of being fans.
What I’m saying is my feeling about this profession is that it essentially is a people business. Reaching a state of contact between reporter and reader/viewer is the key to credibility, long-term acceptance (rather than tolerance or even distrust), and meaningful popularity, as opposed to in-today, out-tomorrow fad-ism.

That suggests there also is a psychology of reporting: an ability to look within ourselves and understand that our role is different from all those we’re covering but not in any sense superior – certainly not subservient, but not looking down on the sports scene from a lofty self-claimed height.
There is a tricky balance to be reached here. I think veterans in the field – Dave Kindred and Billy Reed are two outstanding examples – have wrestled with all these psychological elements at various times in their own careers, under varying pressures and opportunities. Experience is a great teacher, of course, but perhaps we all could learn from educationally prepared experts in that area – perhaps we and our subjects do not stray as far as I imply from the norm, from the patterns that Freud and friends have detected.

I’ve always felt we in sports journalism have a special responsibility because we – of all the people in our field, be it newspaper, magazine, TV, radio – are the ones with a hook into the toughest catch of all: kids. We are their first frontier in news. They care about the subjects we cover. We can be their most effective early language teachers, for example. If we show that sports can be covered, conveyed, discussed without clichés, without jargon, with the same beautiful language that has distinguished the excellent writers in all fields for centuries, we – at the very least – don’t contribute to sloppy habits in the young minds that come to us to learn not grammar, not literature, but how their team of personal interest did, and is being treated. If we can get their trust, there’s a chance they will continue to read, or watch. And if we can help them a little at the same time …
That’s an element of psychology: looking at your own possibilities within your job. We talk of sports as a microcosm of society, talk of it so frequently and carelessly that the very word microcosm almost becomes jargon. But, it’s true: sociological advances of all sorts can trace the start of their national inculcation to a Joe Louis and a Jackie Robinson, to a Billy Jean King and a Wilma Rudolph, to a Greg Louganis, to a figure in sports who made distrusting a race, a gender, a sexual preference seem ridiculous in the truest competitive or comparative sense, once viewed on the same level as the esteemed majority. It was in sports, too – in my mind the 1972 Munich Olympics the most eye-opening – that world terrorism was spotlighted and recognized; in the 1936 Berlin Olympics that Hitler’s superiority silliness was spotlighted and debunked. Ours is an opportunity to extend the meaning of what we’re covering to much more than wins and losses, than championships and failures. Ours is a “people” job – we cover them, we reach them, we are them. 
I apologize for going overboard in this one area while not pointing to the strong pluses of the programs mentioned. I think the stronger the liberal arts insistence, the broader the education, that these students accumulate before and as much as possible during their master’s pursuit, the better the graduates will be.
I’ve always argued that the stronger word in sports writer is writer. I’m sure it pertains to all other elements of today’s sports journalism: the key word is journalism. We long ago got past the starry-eyed idea of doing this because we “know sports” and “love the game.”

At career’s end, the pleasant thing is realizing that a little bit of that starry-eyed stuff is true, that there is a pleasure in it few other fields offer, that through coverage, through watching and looking for all dimensions of every story, we in this field are at the ame time treated to some events and experiences that become marvelous memories in dotage, or retirement, or whatever.
There we are people, too. It’s a profession not without its unfair demands, or its frustrations, or its relatively low monetary rewards, but not without its pleasures, either. The people met within it – in my one-dimensional experience the ones written about, the ones written to – are the challenge, the crucial sustenance, and the potential reward of the job. I use the broad term psychology to cover the art of cultivating that strength. That’s what I’d like to see expanded.
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