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The Cowan Years: Looking Forward, Looking Back

T h e C o w an Y ea r s :

Looking forward
looking back

Geoffrey
Cowan
Geoffrey Cowan says he’s having fun living in 1912.

Engrossed in the book he is writing about Theodore

Roosevelt’s 1912 presidential campaign and the birth of the
primary election, Cowan is in his figurative time machine—
exploring historic events of contemporary importance while
looking ahead to his own future as well.

After more than 10 years as dean of the USC Annenberg School for Communication,
Cowan leaves his post in July. His legacy is impressive by any standard, evidenced by
dramatic increases in the quality and number of faculty and students; unprecedented growth
in endowment and funded research; the introduction of pioneering curricular advances; and a
wealth of new research centers.
At the conclusion of his tenure as dean, Cowan will embark on a yearlong sabbatical as
a fellow at the Joan Shorenstein Center on the Press, Politics and Public Policy at Harvard
University’s John F. Kennedy School of Government before returning to USC Annenberg
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“Geoff Cowan has managed to be ahead of so many curves in our
line of work that it is impossible to do justice to them all. His
ferocious energy, disciplined intellect, wide-ranging curiosity
and repeated willingness to try new things as they emerge are
packaged in a personality that inspires others to give their best
as well. Each stop on his way has been a success; each has left
the institution he served much better than he found it.”
—Hodding Carter III
University Professor of Leadership and Public Policy, University of North Carolina
Former President and CEO of the Knight Foundation and Former Assistant Secretary
of State for Public Affairs

as the holder of the new Annenberg Family Chair in Communication Leadership in fall
2008.
During his sabbatical, he also plans to explore innovative business models for news (in
collaboration with Orville Schell, retiring dean of the UC Berkeley Graduate School of
Journalism); participate in discussions about the government’s need for secrecy and the
public’s right to know as part of a national college tour of his award-winning play “Top
Secret: The Battle for the Pentagon Papers”; and, in keeping with his longstanding efforts
to further the field of public diplomacy, serve as guest editor of an upcoming volume of
The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science. And he intends to immerse
himself fully into the Roosevelt book.
His longstanding interest in Roosevelt is fitting. It was Roosevelt’s 1912 campaign that
motivated Cowan, at age 26, fresh out of Yale Law School, to advocate—and achieve—
sweeping reforms in the nomination process during the 1968 Democratic presidential
convention. Both men also are known for their boundless energy and seemingly infinite
curiosity.
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forward the communication
revolution in remarkable ways.
In the process he has moved
the Annenberg School to the
top in its field.”
—C.L. Max Nikias
USC Provost
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“Dean Cowan has helped carry

“It can be exhausting to be around Geoff Cowan,” says Alex Jones, director of the
Shorenstein Center. “There is that apparently bottomless spring of energy, that constantly
churning intellect, and that non-stop shower of ideas that he throws off like sparks flying
off a sharpening wheel.”
But unlike Roosevelt, whose favorite proverb was “Speak softly and carry a big stick,”
Cowan relies more on his infectious enthusiasm and inspirational leadership to encourage
others to implement his far-reaching vision for what the school could become.
“He radiates a sense of enjoyment and an appreciation of the enterprise,” says Larry
Gross, director of the School of Communication. “He has woven together fairly disparate
cultures and groups, giving all a sense of common enterprise and shared participation.”
Transforming the Annenberg School
hen Cowan became dean in early November 1996, he took on the daunting task of
unifying the original Annenberg graduate school founded by Ambassador Walter
Annenberg in 1971, the Department of Communication Arts and Sciences, and the School
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“The last ten years have been
by far the best the School has
ever known.”
—Joe Saltzman
Journalism professor

of Journalism. Although officially merged in 1994, the three academic units were not yet a
cohesive entity, let alone a single whole greater than its parts.
“Not only did he do that, but he also oversaw unprecedented growth in the school’s
reputation, endowment, faculty and size, and the creation of a constellation of new
centers, institutes and research projects that have been at the leading edge of the
communication revolution,” says Marty Kaplan, associate dean and director of the school’s
Norman Lear Center.
Early on, Cowan began calling upon many of the heads of state, media giants and
cultural icons he has associated with in his career. Throughout his tenure, he has brought
a steady stream of such leading figures into his introductory journalism classroom and to a
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Those of us who have watched his energy and dedication to
enhancing the Annenberg School know he has created a worldclass institution and, most importantly, touched the lives of
students in profound ways.”
—Henry Cisneros
Executive Chairman, CityView
Former Secretary of Housing and Urban Development
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“Geoff Cowan made an immensely important difference at USC.

wide range of public events at the school.
“That Geoff has the largest Rolodex I’ve ever seen has been a great help,” notes
Michael Parks, the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and former editor of the Los Angeles
Times who Cowan recruited first as a visiting professor and then as director of the School
of Journalism.
While the caliber and quantity of events and speakers at the school fostered USC
Annenberg’s reputation as a leader in the field, the primary beneficiary remains the
students.
“When students have the opportunity to be exposed to such an amazing range of
people, it’s potentially a life-changing experience,” says Cowan. “They become part
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of a conversation where everyone is equal, where their perspective is embraced and
welcomed.”
The school also attracts some of the world’s leading communication professionals,
scholars and teachers to the ranks of its faculty, which has grown exponentially over the
past decade. According to Parks, a search for new journalism faculty this year has yielded
more than 90 outstanding applicants, including Pulitzer Prize winners, duPont-Columbia
Award winners in broadcasting, authors of bestselling books and finalists for the National
Book Award. “There’s been a huge change in the caliber of people who want to join our
faculty,” he says. “That’s a direct result of the accomplishments of Geoff’s tenure.”
A host of interdisciplinary research centers and programs established over the past
decade further strengthen the school’s rich academic environment. They have ranged
from the Center for the Digital Future—which conducts a widely respected longitudinal
study of the Internet—to the Center for Communication Law and Policy—which hosted
a Federal Communications Commission hearing on media ownership rules—and from
the Norman Lear Center—the nation’s leading entertainment research program—to the

USC Annenberg Announces the Geoffrey Cowan Scholarship Fund

I

n deep gratitude for all that Geoff Cowan has done for USC Annenberg and
particularly for its students, the school is pleased to announce that it is establishing
the Geoffrey Cowan Endowed Scholarship Fund in his honor. We hope to raise a
significant endowment from friends, colleagues, students past and present, parents
and others whose lives have been touched and transformed by this extraordinary
man.
Throughout his tenure as Dean, Geoff Cowan’s no. 1 concern has been for USC
Annenberg’s students: providing them with intellectual challenges, a supportive
environment and exceptional opportunities for professional experience. In addition,
Cowan has taught a highly popular undergraduate course each year. He believes that
students thrive best when they are freed from burdensome financial-aid obligations,
and so he has actively sought support for students who must struggle to meet the
costs of higher education. The Geoffrey Cowan Scholarships will therefore support
undergraduate students with demonstrated financial need, enhancing the students’
financial aid packages by eliminating their loan and work/study obligations. In
addition the scholarship will honor Cowan’s commitment to the importance of
community service and equal opportunities by selecting students who best exemplify
these values.
All gifts to the Geoffrey Cowan Endowed Scholarship Fund will pay tribute to a
man whose vision, passion and extraordinary range of talents have helped to propel
USC Annenberg to its current leadership position. Additionally, each individual
who honors Geoff in this way may take pride in knowing that his or her gift will also
enable USC Annenberg to continue, in perpetuity, the tradition of attracting and
educating innovative and ambitious young people who—like Geoff Cowan himself
—will re-imagine the future as they help to shape our society.
To make a gift to the Geoffrey Cowan Scholarship Fund, please call 213-821-1660
or send a check with Geoffrey Cowan Scholarship Fund noted on the memo line to:
USC Annenberg School for Communication
Development and Alumni Relations
3502 Watt Way, Suite 304
Los Angeles, California 90089-0281
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“Dean Cowan has been a larger than life force—inspiring
all of us with his energy, intelligence and dedication to
education. Perhaps most importantly—despite his many
responsibilities, projects and initiatives—he never fails to make
students feel that they are his first priority.”
—Amelia Arsenault
Ph.D. Candidate

Pew Hispanic Center, the largest think tank and research operation studying Hispanic
attitudes in America today.
USC Annenberg is reinventing journalism and communication education while also
pioneering new fields of study. Together with the USC College of Letters, Arts and
Sciences’ School of International Relations, USC Annenberg now offers the world’s
first master’s degree in public diplomacy as part of the Center on Public Diplomacy, a
major research and teaching institute. The Charles Annenberg Weingarten Program on
Online Communities enables students to enroll in a new track in the study of online
communities, the first program of its kind anywhere. The school also launched a joint
master’s program in global communication with the London School of Economics and
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“Geoff Cowan is a world-class human being, and I’m proud
to count him as a personal friend. I admire his wide open
intellectual curiosity about everything, and the way he’s always
thinking outside the box and across time.”
Gary Kusin
Partner, Texas Pacific Group
Former CEO of FedEx Kinko’s

unveiled sweeping changes to the communication management master’s program,
enhancing its stature as a premier credential for professional communicators.
In the School of Journalism, all undergraduates—regardless of their track of study—
now take courses in print, broadcast and online media concurrently, fostering proficiency
in all media platforms they will encounter after graduation. A new graduate degree in
specialized journalism has just won approval, while numerous programs for mid-career
journalists—focusing on arts, health, justice, new media, science and technology, and
theater and musical theater—have been introduced since 1999, benefiting more than 300
journalists each year.
“And those are just the formal programs,” adds Parks. “We have 20 other smaller, oneday workshops throughout the year.”
The remarkable growth of the school over the past decade necessitated and was fueled
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excellence not only improved our institution during his tenure
but also set important benchmarks for the future. Indeed, his
legacy will no doubt only grow as time goes on.”
—Suzanne Nora Johnson
Vice Chairman, Goldman Sachs

by a corresponding investment in the school’s endowment and physical plant.
“The university and the Annenberg family have been wonderfully supportive,” says
Cowan. “The Annenbergs have made it possible to do the things we dreamed of doing.
And we’ve been part of the university’s overall improvement. As John F. Kennedy said,
a rising tide lifts all ships. We made a contribution to USC’s rising tide, but we benefited
from it as well.”
An $18 million, three-phase renovation of the building begun early in Cowan’s tenure
and completed in 2004 added more than 14,000 square feet to the facility, adding an
auditorium, new media center and laboratories while more effectively linking the east and
west wings of the building. The renovated Annenberg lobby. complete with a coffee card
and a score of inviting seating areas, is conducive to the kind of interaction Cowan says
is essential to creating a small college experience at a big university. With its big-screen
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“I have watched Annenberg (and USC as a whole) do exactly
what the alumni hope it will do—get better and better each year.
Dean Cowan has created a dynamic environment for students
and has attracted wonderful professors to the school who, in my
view, offer very practical knowledge.”
—Seth Doane ’00
Correspondent, CNN-International
New Delhi, India

televisions broadcasting news 24/7, it also helps students maintain a connection with the
larger world.
While the school’s physical alteration is readily apparent, its financial renovation is even
more dramatic: endowment growth from $6.5 million to more than $200 million, including
a gift of $100 million from the Annenberg Foundation in 2002; creation of the school’s
first endowed chairs, now numbering five; and a twelve-fold increase in external research
funding.
“‘Transformed’ is a word that gets used a lot in academia, but here it really fits,” says
Gross.
“If you asked professionals 10 or 11 years ago to name the top journalism schools, I
don’t think Annenberg would have been in there,” adds Parks. “Now, without question,
we would.”
Future of the School
he consensus is Cowan will be a tough act to follow.
“It’s great to leave when people don’t want you to leave,” says Cowan, whose
advice to his successor is to take advantage of what’s been built and “make it even better
than what we dreamed it could be.”
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that apparently bottomless spring of energy, that constantly
churning intellect, and that non-stop shower of ideas that he
throws off like sparks flying off a sharpening wheel. It comes as
no surprise to those who know him that he has put his powerful
stamp on the Annenberg School, and I have no doubt that the
next chapter will be just as glorious.”
—Alex S. Jones
Director, Joan Shorenstein Center on the Press, Politics & Public Policy
John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University
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“It can be exhausting to be around Geoff Cowan. There is

“The school is in wonderful shape,” he adds. “It has great faculty and students, a great
facility, strong interdisciplinary programs, an excellent reputation. The next generation
has to define it its own way.”
In addition to a strong senior faculty, USC Annenberg has nurtured and retained an
impressive mid-career and junior faculty. “A lot of us are veterans,” says Gross, “but the
next cohort is extremely strong across the board. In 10 years, the school will be at least as
strong, if not stronger in terms of faculty and in terms of resources. The field is dynamic
and we are very well placed in the key issues and frontiers of the field.”
“For everything there is a season,” adds Cowan. “It’s time for the school and for me
to engage in a type of repotting —to discover new skills and new forms of creativity. I’ve
tried to create an environment where wonderful things can take root. It will be a great
transition year for me. Then I will come back, thanks to the generosity of the Annenberg
family, to a city and a school that have become enormously exciting places, and see other
wonderful flowers bloom and enjoy another spring.”
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What’s next?

W

hen Geoffrey Cowan returns from sabbatical in 2008, he will begin a tenure
of a different kind, serving in the newly funded position of the Annenberg
Family Chair in Communication Leadership.
While “Communication Leadership” may seem difficult to define, Cowan knows
exactly what he wants to do in the position. As chair, he will lead a series of research
projects with the hope of reaching a better understanding of the effects media has on
society. This mission touches on many of the research centers and programs started
during Cowan’s term as dean, from the future of digital media to its effect on children
and education.
The project is made possible by a generous gift from the Annenberg Foundation
in honor of Cowan’s retirement, part of a $6 million donation made at the direction
of foundation trustees Leonore Annenberg, Wallis Annenberg, Lauren Bon, Charles
Annenberg Weingarten and Gregory Annenberg Weingarten.
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