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Journalists and Their Impact

I. Overview and Rationale

“Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it,” according to George Santayana. For this reason, I ask my students to research one prominent journalist and present the journalist’s basic biographical information as well as his or her impact on today’s journalism in an oral presentation (with PowerPoint slide). The activity serves as a brief tour through journalism history and an introduction to a discussion on journalism ethics.
This is a traditionally structured assignment, but my students always enjoy it. The weird journalism trivia they uncover during their research keeps them interested, and using a computer to create the slide keeps them motivated. I make sure to add in any interesting points they might not have included (Hearst Castle, “What’s the frequency, Kenneth?,” the Chung/Povich connection, etc.)
II. Goals for Understanding

 Students will understand 

-how the accomplishments and failures of other journalists impacts reporting and newspaper production today.

-how unethical decision-making by the media has contributed to its declining reputation.

-that they should shun unethical journalism and emulate journalists with demonstrated excellence in the field.

III. Essential Questions

a. Why do we (student journalists) research, write, and report the way we do?

b. Who are some famous journalists, and why should I care about them?

IV. Critical Engagement Questions

a. When did the news become all about entertainment and shock value? 
b. All news outlets tell the truth, right?
c. What is “muckraking”?

d. Would you let yourself, in disguise, be put in a mental institution to get a story?

e. Why do those weather reporters stand outside in the middle of a hurricane?
f. Where do you fit in today’s journalism?

V. Overview and Timeline

Students should have a brief understanding of journalism history in general. This can be accomplished by any means available to the teacher. We read a chapter in our textbook, but the first 22 slides of this PowerPoint on the Texas Association of Journalism Educators site would do the job as well: www.taje.org/fortaje/ppt/histofjour.ppt. 
Going beyond the first 22 slides would tip your hand for the rest of the assignment.
a. Activity 1 (One 85-minute class)

1. Explain to the students that there were real people behind the development of journalism throughout history and tell them that they will have a chance to research one of these influential journalists. 

2. Toss out some of the engagement questions above to get students interested in learning the answers to the questions.

3. Let students choose from a list of famous journalists (attached). If they want to research a journalist who is not on the list, I let them.
4. Give them the rest of the period to research (either online or in reference books) and create a PowerPoint slide (guidelines/rubric attached).

5. Have students submit slide via email.  

b. Activity 2 (One-Two 85-minute class[es])

1. Previous to class, combine all slides into one presentation.
2. Ask students to share what they found with the rest of the class and to explain the importance of their journalists. Prompt as necessary.
3. Allow students to ask questions of the student presenters. 

4. Clarify any remaining points at the end of each slide.

VI. Assessment

a. Rubric for slide (necessary components and accuracy)
b. Rubric for presentation (accuracy and thoroughness of content, demonstration of understanding)

c. Matching test: I take the actual pictures the students used on their slides and the wording we used in class to create a matching test of the contributions of the famous journalists. For example, if we had said that Walter Cronkite’s contribution was his straightforward and objective style of reporting and that he was the most trusted man in America for many years, then on the test the item that would best match his picture would be “the most trusted man in America.”

