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Overview and Rationale:

Students often like to pigeonhole themselves into one type of journalistic writing.  Additionally, some students will write in a style appropriate to one genre of Journalism when they should be writing in the style appropriate for that page (personal pronouns in hard news, strict inverted pyramid for a feature, opinion in hard news, etc.).  As is true in everything from cooking to learning computer software, the best way to learn it is to do it.  To raise students’ awareness of these genres of journalistic writing and the conventions needed to successfully write each form, students must write in each of these genres.  

Note:  These activities assume prior knowledge – that students have already studied and practiced news writing, feature writing, and opinion writing.  This lesson is meant to be an integration/deeper exploration of these journalistic writing styles.

Goals for Understanding:

Students will be able to:

· recognize the various styles of news writing available to tell stories

· use the conventions of specific styles of news writing to write stories

· choose from a variety of story styles in order to find the best approach for individual articles

Essential Questions:

· What are the genres of reporting news stories?

· How does a reporter decide which approach to take to tell a story?

· Does a story change based on the manner in which it is told?

Critical Engagement Questions:

· What are the advantages and disadvantages to truth and to readers of writing stories in one genre over another?

· How do reporters structure hard news, feature stories, and opinion articles?

Activities

· Using audiovisual aids (the chalkboard or whiteboard, an ELMO, or an overhead transparency), briefly solicit from and review with students the conventions (already taught) of hard news writing, feature writing, and opinion writing.  Topics you may include with each genre could be the inverted pyramid, the use of quotations, voice, and leads.

· In an overhead projection or on the board or in a handout, give the students the following set of information for their story:

· The Lexington Zoo opened in 1974 through a series of grants from Jif, IBM, and the Commonwealth of Kentucky.  

· Since that time, the zoo has never been able to support itself through ticket sales and/or grants and other revenue.  Its accumulated debt is now in excess of $3.5 million.

· The bank holding this debt, Wildcat Bank and Trust, has decided to close the zoo in an attempt to recover some of the losses.

· The zoo will close May 31.

· Most of the animals in the zoo have been sold to other zoos around the world and will be transported out of Lexington after May 31.  

· The only animals unsold are the two White-tailed gnus, Lee and Bea.  

· Lee is 20 years old and weighs 480 pounds, down from 530 a year ago.

· Lee is very ill and has been for some time.  

· Lee is largely a dingy-colored black with a white tail.

· Lee has been at the zoo since 1993.  He previously lived at the Cleveland Zoo, where he was born.

· Bea is 13 years old and weighs 450 pounds.

· Bea is dark black on her front legs and upper body and become a duller black toward her back legs.  Her tail is white.

· Bea was born at the San Diego Zoo and was moved from there to the Lexington Zoo in 2004.

· While it was hoped that Lee and Bea would mate and produce offspring, the two wildebeests (AKA gnus) have never shown much interest in each other, largely ignoring each other in daily life.

· If buyers do not come forward for the animals, zoo officials plan to euthanize Lee.  Bea’s fate in this scenario is as yet unknown.

· Jeremy Cycle, one of the zoo employees who regularly feeds the gnus, has called for action in his blog, The Kentucky Cycle, stating, “It’s a shame.  These two creatures are docile and friendly and deserve to spend their final years living life in a similar setting to the one they’ve known for many years.  If I could bring them home with me, I would.” – from his blog entry on December 10, The Gnus’ Cycle

· The zoo’s website, The Lexington Zoo Online (www.lexingtonzoo.org), describes Lee and Bea as “two friendly beasts we wish someone would stand by.  They can be sold together or separately.  Asking price $15,000.  Price negotiable.”
· Students should be assigned to report this story as a news story and as a feature.   They may not add information to what has been given but may only use this data.  Students should also write an editorial about the gnus and the dilemma they face.  Time should be scheduled to allow students to write the stories – perhaps the rest of the class period and as homework, or the rest of the class period and in class the following day – whatever suits your calendar and time.  Students should give each story a headline and also indicate after the title whether it is a news story or a feature or an editorial.
· When the assignments are due, divide the class into groups of three or four.  While you check in the drafts for completion credit, the students should construct criteria for each of the three styles of reporting based on your previous discussions – checklists to evaluate whether a story matches the genre’s conventions.  
· Once the students have constructed these checklists, call the class together into one group and create a common checklist for each genre on the board or an overhead projection.
· Hand each student one of each type of story – not his/her own.  
· Each student should read the story given.  At the end of the story, s/he should write a note to the student reflecting on how it does and does not meet the conventions of the genre identified.   Students should make suggestions for improvement as well as give specific praise for specific conventions correctly used.  Students are NOT to write on the students writing itself (editing marks, notes, etc.) but may only write a note at the paper’s end or on the back.
· When all students have finished, papers should be returned to their authors.
· Students must then revise and rewrite the story that seemed to fit the journalistic conventions for its genre the least – the one they did the least well on.  That story must be typed and revised to turn in using the suggestions made by the peer.
· After giving the students time in class or homework to finish revising this “worst” story of the three, the students should turn in the new copy plus all three prior drafts (with their peers’ notes included) to the teacher for evaluation.
· As you collect the papers, discuss with the students if and how the different approaches to storytelling changed the content of the story.  What can be learned from this change or lack thereof?  What is the reporter’s role in the story’s truth?
Assessment

Students will be assessed on the following criteria:

· completion of three stories

· completion of three evaluations of others’ work

· teacher’s evaluation of correct usage of genre conventions for one story – the revised editorial or feature or news story.  This evaluation will include a quick check by the teacher to assure that the student did rewrite the paper most in need of it in the first draft (according to peer comments).  Teachers should use the master checklist constructed by the class to evaluate the story for this grade.

Alternate Assignment

Instead of the story of the homeless gnus, teachers may wish to use this same assignment with the facts of a well-known story (a fairy tale, an event from history – great opportunity for cross-curricular integration) or even from a prior issue of the school paper.  This option could also allow this assignment to be used as again as a refresher after a break.

References

For assistance with teaching composition of feature writing, editorials, and/or news writing, see Inside Reporting by Tim Harrower (McGraw-Hill, 2006).

