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PROFESSOR RICHARD DAVID YOAKAM

(January 1, 1924 – June 30, 2004)

Richard David Yoakam worked with and lived through some of the most amazing developments in communication technology during his more than 60 years in journalism and academics.  He excelled as a newscaster, reporter and writer during the height of radio news.  He was a television news pioneer, creating and running an early local television news operation.  As an educator, he and his students witnessed and shaped the emergence of television as our nation’s most popular news source; including the transition from film to videotape, the explosion of live television news through microwave and satellite technology, and finally, the emergence of the Internet as a new form of communication. 

Some have called Yoakam a champion of technology in news.  In reality, he was a champion of two things:  the importance of journalism in our society and an unending faith that his students would figure out the best ways to harness the technology to tell good stories the public needed to know.   Because of these beliefs, Yoakam never stopped working as a journalist throughout his years as a professor at IU and always pushed his students beyond what they thought they could accomplish.

Some of Yoakam’s students here at IU during his 32 years as professor became household names, such as Jane Pauley, Dick Enberg, and former CBS White House correspondent Phil Jones.  Hundreds of others have left their mark or continue to influence the direction of broadcast news and education without such high profiles, but collectively as a powerful force.

Journalism is a better profession because Dick Yoakam made the tough choice to leave a successful broadcasting career to come here to Indiana University and devote the rest of his life to education.  No doubt he would have made quite a name for himself in network news.  But instead, his legacy is much broader, much grander, much more lasting because his values, his vision, and his determination are carried on through generations of former students, and in many cases, colleagues and students of those former students.  He had that kind of impact on many of us.  Former student and current educator Doug Fisher at the University of South Carolina put it simply:  “Dick was one of those life-changing people you meet only a few times in the spin of the Earth.”  

Richard Yoakam was born and raised in Pittsburgh but headed west for his journalism training.  He received both his undergraduate and master’s degrees from the University of Iowa.  After graduation in 1947, WHO radio in Des Moines, Iowa, hired him as a reporter and anchor, where he covered the Iowa statehouse.   Yoakam always jumped into new technology with a pioneer’s vision and excitement.  In 1950, KCRG radio lured Yoakam to Cedar Rapids, Iowa.  At KCRG, he was not only in charge of the radio news department; he helped put the city’s first television station on the air and ran that news operation as well.

Yoakam could have continued on his personal career path, but lucky for us, he picked up the family in 1957 and moved to Bloomington.  Of course one department couldn’t hold his vision, so Professor Yoakam spent the next 32 years teaching both in Journalism and Radio-TV (later known as Telecommunications).  During many of those years, he also served as News Director of WFIU radio and was the architect of the Indiana University Sports Network.  In later years, his students also produced their own weekly television newscast, with Yoakam sitting in his familiar position in the Ernie Pyle Hall studio control room barking out orders as newscast director.  He was always looking for new ways to provide his students real world experience. “My idea was to put people into positions of responsibility and see what happens,” remembered Yoakam. “We created as many different kinds of lab experiences as we could do with the equipment that we had and the space and so on.  Made people be responsible as professional journalists.”  

Throughout his teaching career, Yoakam stayed closely connected to the broadcast news industry.  He spent summers and election nights working for NBC News.  He was active in the Radio-Television News Directors Association and the National Press Photographers Association.  In 1970 and 1972, he organized traveling photography workshops in conjunction with the Department of Defense.  Yoakam and other NPPA photojournalists traveled to the Philippines, Hawaii, England, Germany and Italy to work with U.S. military photographers. 

His research on the Kennedy-Nixon and Carter-Ford Debates was featured in two edited volumes, The Great Debates, while Journalism Quarterly published his work on teaching about libel in the classroom.  His broadcast news textbook, ENG: Television News and the New Technology (co-written with Charles Cremer) became a standard in classrooms and newsrooms around the country and was endorsed by RTNDA.

"Dick Yoakam brought to IU a baritone and personality that charged everyone with his delight in the vanity fair of human foible and foolishness,” wrote Trevor Brown, longtime colleague and former Dean of the Journalism School.  “He had the raconteur's gift for seeing and telling stories that move or make you chuckle.  Though he could entertain with gusto, he was forceful in the classroom and formidable in academic discussion."

He won the IU Alumni Association Distinguished Teaching Award in 1983, followed up two years later by the Distinguished Broadcast Journalism Educator Award from the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication.

Yoakam retired in 1989 but his influence continued at the university and in the world of broadcast journalism.  Both the School of Journalism and the Telecommunication Department started special funds in his name to help future students.  The Richard Yoakam Technology Endowment is used to fund the latest broadcast equipment for Telecommunications classes while students in the School of Journalism benefit from the Yoakam Broadcast Journalism Scholarship each year.  

Even in retirement, he stayed current with both academics and the broadcast news profession.  He watched the emergence of the Internet and wondered how it might fit into the news media landscape.  As always, Yoakam expected the students to come up with the answers.  “Maybe there are better ways to tell people the news than we know of now and maybe they have something to do with the combination of technology,” said Yoakam in an interview after his retirement. “I think the extra information you can get from the Internet, for example.  The extra dimension you can get from sound.  The extra dimension you can get from pictures or people telling their own story in their own words or design or images, not just straight faces.  Maybe there’s a better way to do it and these students today and in the future are the ones that are going to figure that out.”

Richard David Yoakam died on June 30, 2004, almost one year after the death of his wife of 57 years, Mary Bob.  He is survived by his sons Rick, Michael and Steve; daughters-in-law Peg Yoakam, Caroline Beebe, and Shawn Judge; grandchildren Jason Richards, Genevieve Pritchard, Crystal Yoakam, and Senait Judge-Yoakam
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