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Overview and Rationale
Professional and student journalists often confuse balance and accuracy.  Both are necessary, but they are not the same.  This lesson familiarizes students with the characteristics of both qualities.
Goals for Understanding
· Essential Questions 

· What is accuracy and why is it important to the reader? 

· What is balance and why is balance important to most types of journalism?

· Why do journalists fall into the balance-is-sufficient fallacy?

· Critical Engagement Questions 

·          What are some of the elements of accurate reporting that you can identify?  (eg, historical background, from the most recent events to distant history, depending on the issue; clear identification of the individuals named and sourced in the story; “expert” or “impartial” sources as well as interested sources;  a sentence or more when needed to clarify concepts, key facts, and issues relevant to the story.)

                      What are some of the elements of balanced reporting that you can identify?  (Eg., manifestly fair use of quoted sources on both sides of an issue (which can be a simple disagreement over basic facts); fair positioning and tone of different views, to the extent possible – eg, don’t use a Nobel laureate on one side and a reformed junkie on the other, if you can avoid it.)

                     How do the elements of accuracy and balance complement and reinforce one another in the examples?

Overviews and Timeline

Activity 1 (One 50-minute class)
· Hand out  a  news article on a controversial issue in your community.  Ask the class to identify what the reporter had done to make his or her report balanced.

· Ask the class to identify what the reporter has done to give the reader confidence that it is an accurate story.

· Repeat the exercise using an editorial column or an op-ed.

              Activity 2

                     Break into small groups and discuss how you would report on a controversial issue in school, for example a proposal to impose a dress code or to abolish football.  Report to class how your group would find and use information to give a balanced and accurate report on this issue.

Class discussion (Guiding questions)

              In the stories we have examined and that your group has prepared, what elements can you identify that would allow a reader entirely new to these issues to feel confident that he or she has the facts?

Assessment (Homework)

Rewrite the stories (one news story and one editorial) that we discussed in class (Activity 1), with brazen disregard for balance and accuracy..  Be prepared to read it in class and let it be subjected to criticism.  

References 

                       handouts
High School Writers:

            What They’re Thinking, Let ‘em Write


Run a piece in a high school paper on bras, complete with professional models?  Risk a divisive debate with an editorial piece supporting racial profiling?  Tarnish a top-ranked school’s reputation by reporting offensive classroom comments by a bigoted teacher?


When in doubt, says Terry Sollazzo, English teacher and journalism advisor at Tampa’s Wharton High School, pause.  Think: Can you make it professional?  If you can, do what any editor would do: go for it.


Speaking in a classroom at the University of South Florida’s Mass Communication Department, Mrs. Sollazzo advised a group of 32 teachers to let their students write on what interests them.  The key is to aim for a professional look – which cannot be achieved without a professional content.  Controversial or painful subjects can be reported, so long as they are dealt with responsibly.


If Mrs Sollazzo sounds much like a publisher or an editor in chief at any city newspaper, it is because that is her role as faculty advisor to Wharton’s prize-winning monthly, the PREDATOR.  Now in her TK year as advisor in a career that began TK years ago in the same Wharton H.S. (TK), the native Floridian actually prefers to think of herself as a mom.  “You put all this effort into training and forming them, and then they’re gone,” she mused after her lecture-demonstration before the group, beneficiaries of a program sponsored by the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE) designed to promote awareness of First Amendment and other news media issues in the schools, as well as encourage students to consider careers in journalism.


There is something to be said for the publisher as a surrogate parent, and its implications for the emotional development of most journalists is not terribly flattering.  Mrs Sorrazzo’s key theme, however, speaks well for the practitioners of this craft, whether adolescent of adult: take the time to make it right.  


“It is better to start publishing in October with a good issue,” she said, “than rush into print in September” with a weak production.  To this end, Mrs. Sollazzo encouraged her colleagues to develop an exhaustive staff manual and take the time to insure the student journalists study it.

             With a motivated staff of between 20 and 25 students (in a school with an attendance of 2200), the PREDATOR can largely run itself.  And pay for itself as well: the staff manual specifies how to solicit ads and makes it clear that all staff members must get a minimum per issue.  To some observers, the students’ ability to keep the newspaper going has its risks.  The articles they are writing certainly reflect what is on their minds, noted George Telzrow, a Washington, D.C. teacher attending the ASNE institute at USF.  

             “Some of these articles might not be well received by the secondary audience,” of the paper, said Coni Grebel, a teacher from Leesburg, Ga., referring to parents and the retailers in the Wharton H.S. neighborhood.


Nevertheless, it is difficult to quarrel with success.  While the subject of racial profiling troubles many, the editorial comment in the PREDATOR led to a lively debate which included contrary opinion printed in the school paper.  The story on the bigoted teacher, which led to an investigation by the District (whose results are pending), underscored Wharton’s  commitment to high standards of decency.

             As to the article on bras – there is nothing in it, Mrs. Sollazzo notes, that either teenagers or their parents find out of place or off the wall.     “Just keep it professional,” she repeats.  If they follow the rules they have learned in journalism class and in their years on the newspaper staff, they will do no harm to their school or themselves – and they will do much good. #

