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Title:  Making ethical decisions as journalists

Overview and rationale

Students should understand the difference between news and non-news.  

Also, as journalists, they should be conscious of the effect a newspaper story can have on its subjects.  

Goals for understanding

Students will be able to:

· Perceive the effects of running a particular news story.

· Weigh the journalistic and ethical considerations of news against its consequences.

· Use journalistic principles to reason and defend whether a story should be run or shelved.

Essential Questions

· What makes an event newsworthy?

· Does the public need to know everything?

Critical Engagement Questions

How does a journalist determine whether something is newsworthy?

Activities (time period: 60-minute period): 

Activity One:

The teacher will run a brief slide show of photographs run in newspapers and magazines.  The photographs should vary in content and controversy.  Award-winning images can be found on a number of websites such as http://www.pulitzer.org/ (under Category Search, teachers can find a number of photography categories, such as Breaking News 2000-present.  Users will be able to browse thumbnail photographs, which all lead to large images with captions).

As a class, students should look at the photographs and discuss the way these pictures affect an audience.  Students should think about what they gain by looking at these photographs and what thoughts the pictures spur on.  At this point, the conversation should not deal with ethics or journalistic integrity; this exercise places students into an audience’s shoes, not a journalist’s.

Activity Two:

After the slideshow discussion, the teacher should review the handout “Ask These 10 Questions to Make Good Ethical Decisions” by Bob Steele (available at http://www.poynter.org/column.asp?id=36&aid=4346).

The review of these questions should place students into the mindset of a journalist.

Activity Three:

Return to the slide show and show more photographs.  This time, students should discuss the ethical concerns in running such a photograph, and decide whether they would decide to publish it or not.  

Homework/assessment:

Provide a handout discussing three scenarios of possibly controversial news stories.  Real examples of ethical dilemmas faced by editors and their rationales for their decisions can be found at http://www.journalism.indiana.edu/gallery/Ethics/. 

Specific possibilities appropriate for a high school classroom include “Killing news: Responsible coverage of suicides” (http://www.journalism.indiana.edu/gallery/Ethics/killnews.html), 

“Not the straight story: Can misleading readers ever be justified?” ( http://www.journalism.indiana.edu/gallery/Ethics/notstraight.html), and “When journalists play God . . .” (

http://www.journalism.indiana.edu/gallery/Ethics/jourgod.html).

For each scenario, students should list the pros and cons to running each story, and defend their decision to run it or not if the choice was in their power.  The homework should feed the next days discussion.

Websites referenced:

http://www.pulitzer.org
http://www.journalism.indiana.edu/gallery/Ethics/
Examples of discussion photos (from http:www.pulitzer.org):
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Najaf - U.S. soldiers take cover in a fortified position after a second week of fighting against Shiite militiamen in the holy city. (Photo by Jim MacMillan, August 20. 2004.)
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Baqouba - At a hospital morgue, relatives mourn the death of Iraqi national guardsman Ryaad Khudayar, one of at least four guardsmen killed in a car bombing at a checkpoint outside Baqouba. (Photo by Khalid Mohammed, August 3, 2004.)
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Baghdad - An Iraqi man celebrates atop a burning U.S. Humvee after an explosion that destroyed a building and set four Humvees on fire, killing at least one U.S. soldier. (Photo by Muhammad Muheisen, April 26, 2004.)

