
TRUST BUILDING CURRICULUM a guide for journalism 
educators



GUIDING PHILOSOPHY

We believe engagement strategies meant to build trust between 
journalists and their audience and communities need to be baked into 
the foundation of  any reporting course today. But so often in J-Schools 
we talk about engagement either in terms of  outcome metrics and 
social-media marketing (that is, something that occurs after the 
journalism is complete) or as a sourcing dynamic to find people to talk 
to. In this guide, we offer the tools for journalism educators to teach 
students how to build trust. We believe this is something that should be 
part of  the course principles and achieved throughout the journalism 
process.
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A QUICK NOTE…

A note about assignments, discussion prompts, and class exercises. These 
are all adaptable, feel free to take them as is or make them your own. 
Many of  them can be adapted from an assignment to a class 
discussion/exercise and vice versa. 

We also label some of  the assignments/class exercises based on how 
advanced they are to help you decide if  they’re right for your course. 
Don’t take these as set in stone, most can be adapted to different levels 
of  courses to make them more or less involved. Remember, this is only a 
guide. Using it will work best if  you adapt it to your pedagogical style 
and specific course(s).  

Remember. Be creative. Be radical. Push yourself  and your students to 
take on these important issues and to become better journalists. 
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ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES: 

PRESENTATION

Engagement: A Definition

This is a 10–15-minute presentation on 
engagement strategies in reporting. It includes 
a definition, examples, challenges, tips and 
tricks, and is well-suited for introductory 
reporting courses. 

Please download the presentation from 
Google Drive to present as a PowerPoint. Feel 
free to present it as is or edit it to make it your 
own.  
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ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES: 

PRESENTATION

Building Trust in Our Communities

This is a 15-minute presentation for 
introductory and mid-level reporting courses 
that helps students understand the importance 
of  building trust in the communities they 
cover and serve. It introduces the idea of  
service journalism that focuses on 
empowering communities and includes tips 
and examples. 

Please download the presentation from 
Google Drive to present as a PowerPoint. Feel 
free to present it as is or edit it to make it your 
own.
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1PathaoUrysGic4LIHX3j_L1S2Bn1mBfy/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=109272013817899127910&rtpof=true&sd=true


ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES: 

PRESENTATION

Measuring Engagement

This is a 15-minute presentation meant for 
middle and upper-level courses for journalists 
and aspiring media professionals. It offers 
different ways of  measuring engagement and 
return on investment beyond clicks and shares 
or profit. 

Please download the presentation from 
Google Drive to present as a PowerPoint. Feel 
free to present it as is or edit it to make it your 
own.
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1JTKkHmtPlp3uKmN7bSyZAUZ90RSeVZnp/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=109272013817899127910&rtpof=true&sd=true


ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES: 

PRESENTATION

Newsletters

This is a 15-minute presentation geared 
toward upper-level journalism students, 
particularly those interested in graphic design. 
It covers the importance of  newsletters as an 
engagement strategy for trust building. It 
includes examples of  successful uses of  
newsletters and tips for building them. 

Please download the presentation from 
Google Drive to present as a PowerPoint. Feel 
free to present it as is or edit it to make it your 
own.
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/104e13B2TKb-r04UUwGJ_Ki9bXmpIH1zz/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=109272013817899127910&rtpof=true&sd=true


ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES

The following pages list engagement strategies that range from the obvious 
to the extreme in terms of  ways to build trust with different kinds of  
communities. These strategies come from my (Sue Robinson) research of  
dozens of  news media trust initiatives, projects, and other programs that 
have documented, implemented and evaluated engagement techniques for 
journalists.

The foundational premise here is that the status quo is no longer financially 
tenable for news organizations. Change must happen now even in the 
middle of  a pandemic and civil unrest. Every member of  the news team 
should be involved in outreach efforts, operating from within communities 
(rather than standing a critical distance apart). Engagement is a fundamental 
part of  the journalistic paradigm and not an add-on technique.
**It is essential to note that this is merely a toolkit to draw inspiration from. Not doing any of  
these does not necessarily mean you are not “engaging” the public. It is helpful to understand 
the practice of  engagement as a continuum, as people at the Agora Journalism Center have 
described. We only hope that you will find workable ideas to customize for your organization, 
according to your resources.
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https://journalism.wisc.edu/staff/susan-robinson/
https://medium.com/lets-gather/the-continuum-of-engagement-89778f9d6c3a


BASIC 
ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES

Basic (low-commitment) Engagement Strategies

Respond to comments proactively, ask discussion questions, 
redirect conversations when they get off  topic or vitriolic, 
help connect people in comments, institute ratings systems 
for comments and encourage community surveillance 
(remember you do not need to allow comments on every 
single story, but could pick and choose based on topical 
interest and bandwidth for moderation);

Provide for readers information about how the story was 
conceived, where the story came from, what 
funding/advertising helped pay for it, what sources were 
used and who contributed to its development (e.g. The Trust 
Project’s Trust Indicators);

Detail any ethical deliberations and decisions that were had 
in the newsroom related to the story (e.g. in an 
accompanying box) along with the formal ethical principles 
of  the company with each story/project (e.g. Ethical 
Journalism Network);

Provide readers with reporters’ identities and possible biases 
such as private-life activities that might have informed or 
shaped the way the story came out. (For example, revealing 
if  the reporter is a parent of  a child in the school being 
covered or a reporter’s racial identities).
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https://thetrustproject.org/
https://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/who-we-are/5-principles-of-journalism


BASIC 
ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES

Basic (low-commitment) Engagement Strategies

Loop back around to any and all people who 
contributed any information at all to the story to let 
them know what happened to the story, linking to the 
publication, and explaining how their time/effort 
helped its production. If  they’re comfortable being 
thanked publicly and were not a named source in the 
story, consider giving them credit in the published or 
broadcasted story. Follow through is a key 
engagement strategy.

Allow someone such as from a marginalized 
community who is not an official to be anonymous 
because they are worried about retribution in town if  
they speak out critically. Explain that decision in a 
sidebar. Consider power dynamics between different 
kinds of  sources and what harm could come to 
anyone involved who is vulnerable.
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BASIC 
ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES

Basic (low-commitment) Engagement Strategies

Give people not used to speaking to the press 
(especially those in communities who do not trust the 
mainstream press) interview questions ahead of  time. 
Allow them some control over how the interview 
goes. Follow up to fact check what you are using. 
Allow them to change their answer.

Practice solutions-oriented journalism that pushes 
community toward resolution, not keeps them mired 
in binaries or blame games (e.g. whose side are you 
on? stories).

Publish engagement work (e.g. the resulting Citizens’ 
Agenda for elections) so that communities can see 
journalists’ efforts. Follow through with all of  this in 
an intentional manner, including reminding elected 
officials and government administrators about 
communities’ input, recommendations and needs.
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ADVANCED 
ENGAGEMENT 

STRATEGIES

Higher Level Engagement Strategies

Collaborate with community members on stories in a 
significant way, more than just asking them for a quote or 
information. For example, let them help write pieces of  it or 
create a companion piece for it, being transparent with 
audiences of  course. Let profiled people see the story before 
publication, if  they are private citizens. Let audiences help 
crowdsource a database.

Break up entrenched routines of, say, election coverage. 
Experiment with different sourcing techniques such as using 
google forms or providing a box in a well-trafficked place for 
community input, hold newsroom meetings around the topic 
in community centers or public libraries, try out different 
content formats.

Connect with topical influencers to be introduced into 
marginalized communities, and not merely quoting that 
influencer every time. Ask them to co-host virtual and real-
world meetings with you. Ask them to introduce you to 
more people in different parts of  communities who might 
not be already reading. Spend time in that community both 
virtually and physically.
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ADVANCED 
ENGAGEMENT 

STRATEGIES

Higher Level Engagement Strategies

Market engagement initiatives beyond the 
branded website, email listservs, Facebook, 
etc. Make sure to tag key influencers and get 
the content in front of  people not already in 
your audience. Experiment in how 
participants are reached.

Personally train in social justice, innate bias, 
and privilege on a regular basis. Mandate 
staff/colleagues to train as well. 
Acknowledge ignorance and apologize when 
mistakes are made.

Approach every story and project with a lens 
of  power (who has it, who doesn’t?) and not 
a lens of  objectivity.
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ADVANCED 
ENGAGEMENT 

STRATEGIES

Higher Level Engagement Strategies

Know the particular histories from the community 
members, especially the relationship between the 
news outlet and them. Understand and acknowledge 
those histories when approaching people from 
marginalized communities.

Collaborate with nonprofit organizations, university 
departments, ethnic media on wicked problems 
facing communities for introduction to communities, 
co-sponsoring community forums and events, etc..

Think creatively about story formats and consider 
less traditional types such as photo collages or poems 
from your community members.

Report and write mindfully, understanding where 
biases might be coloring content or framings. 
Consider focus groups made up of  diverse audience 
members to give consistent feedback on coverage.
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ADVANCED 
ENGAGEMENT 

STRATEGIES

Higher Level Engagement Strategies

Appreciate that most disparities are a result of  
problematic structures and systems of  oppression, 
and educate yourself  on what that means.

Involve citizens at every single step along the way of  
stories or project, especially those not typically in 
audiences or who are from marginalized 
communities. Tell people they are needed and make 
them feel their significance as more than a check of  a 
box. Allow community members to feel as if  they 
have some ownership over this coverage.

Actively help the community come up with solutions 
to its problems by not only writing stories about them 
but also facilitating forums on the topic, connecting 
stakeholders, researching solutions etc.
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ADVANCED 
ENGAGEMENT 

STRATEGIES

Higher Level Engagement Strategies

Help people bridge their differences, politically or 
culturally, by hosting community discussions either 
online or offline. This would mean moderating the 
conversation, calling out trolls, redirecting 
conversation, setting up expectations and structures 
etc.

Spend more time in communities, professionally: 
holding “office hours” there, hosting informal 
potlucks, co-sponsoring community events and 
functions, etc.

Spend more time in communities, personally: 
volunteering, attending functions, getting to know 
different kinds of  people, frequenting stores and 
businesses in many parts of  the communities.
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ADVANCED 
ENGAGEMENT 

STRATEGIES

Higher Level Engagement Strategies

Steep yourself  in culturally relevant modes, languages, 
customs, expectations, etc. Understand that people do not 
think alike or necessarily share the same set of  values and 
priorities.

Create private spaces for topically interested folx to gather 
and deliberate more in depth. Spread out the responsibilities 
for moderation and facilitation among staff  but reporters 
should understand that this work is now part of  journalism.

** Remember that some of  these will fail the first time they are 
implemented. Learn from the mistakes and continue to evolve.

Sources: Agora Journalism Center, Hearken, Citizen’s Agenda, Trusting News, Membership 
Puzzle Project, Center for Media Engagement, Reynolds Institute, Ethical Journalism Network, 
Solutions Journalism Network, Gather, Ground Truth, Maynard Institute, The Conversation, 
The Journalism Trust Institute, Building Trust in Media in Southeast Asia and Turkey, Your 
Voice…, Ask A…, What’s Next, Coral Project, Evergrey, Listening Post, Journalism That 
Matters, Spaceship Media, Voting Block, The Banyan Project, A Year of Listening, the Knight 
Commission on Media, Trust & Democracy, Google News Lab, The Trust Project for News on 
Facebook, Democracy Fund and Associated Projects, News Integrity Initiative and Associated 
Projects, Resolve Philadelphia, London School of Economics Truth, Trust & Technology 
Commission, Knight Foundation and Associated Projects, The Trust Project
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ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES: 

CLASS 
EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Choose Two 
Engagement Strategies

Go through the engagement strategies from 
the preceding pages and choose one that 
seems easy to do and one that seems 
particularly challenging. In groups or pairs, 
have students brainstorm how they would go 
about them, given the realities of  newsrooms 
today.

This is a good exercise to introduce students 
to engagement strategies. Lower-level courses 
may want to only pick from the basic 
engagement strategies. 
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ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES: 

CLASS 
EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Network Wheel

Ask students to get into pairs. One student 
explains to the other their personal and 
professional network and how everyone is 
connected. Once a network map is drawn by 
hand, they switch. Then they look at their 
maps, identifying who are the bridges to their 
different groupings of  people and what role 
they play for them in terms of  information 
and knowledge. The idea is to get them to 
understand how networks work, how to think 
about influencer bridges, and how to think 
strategically about information exchange.
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ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES: 

CLASS 
EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Idea Building Block

Divide the class into teams and present them 
with a problem around engagement (such as 
“You need to build trust with audiences but 
you are expected to do 1-2 stories a day. How 
can you do both?”). One team member writes 
down a solution and passes the piece of  paper 
along to the next team member, who builds 
upon that idea. The paper is passed around 
until each team member has added onto the 
original solution. When their time is up, a 
spokesperson can present their final solution 
to the rest of  the group or to the class. Note 
that this also helps build trust and team 
building among students.
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ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES: 

CLASS 
EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Building Trust in Your 
Community

Put Students into Groups/Breakout Rooms:

•One person spends 3-5 minutes talking 
about their chosen community, what it’s like, 
any stats, what the wicked problem is.

•Then everyone has 3-5 minutes to think of  
and write down one method to build trust in 
that community and then shares in a free-
flowing discussion.

•Repeat until all communities have been 
brainstormed.
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BASIC 
ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES: 

RESPONDING 
TO 

COMMENTS

Comments are often the quickest, most 
frequent ways news consumers respond to 
journalism. The tone of  them can vary quite 
a bit, but they have a reputation for being 
toxic and unintelligent. We know, however, 
that when journalists participate in 
comments, the tone improves and the 
perceptions of  the credibility of  the 
journalism improves.

Comments also offer a huge opportunity for 
journalists to be part of  the conversation 
about their work. Even with someone who’s 
complaining or being accusatory, when we 
respond, we reach not just that person but 
everyone else who’s reading.
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CLASS 
EXERCISE: 
RESPONDING 
TO 
COMMENTS

CLASS EXERCISE: Responding to Comments 

One approach to comments is to turn accusations or 
complaints into information gaps — things people don’t 
know about how journalism works or what motivates it. 
Example:

COMPLAINT: You’re only writing a story about this 
business because you’re out to get them!

INFORMATION GAP: Why do journalists find it 
important to write stories that are critical of  local 
businesses?

RESPONSE: The health department has found 
repeated violations at this restaurant that are a matter of  
public safety. As journalists, one of  our jobs is to alert 
the community to how their government is functioning 
and also to share information that helps keep people 
safe. We will be sure to also share when these violations 
are cleared up. Thanks for commenting.

Assign students to draft responses to comments. Talk 
about both content and tone.

24



CLASS 
EXERCISE: 
RESPONDING 
TO 
COMMENTS

CLASS EXERCISE: Responding to Comments 
continued…

OPTION ONE: Practice responding to your own 
news consumers. Take a look at the assignment 
“Understand mistrust in your own journalism,” 
above. Pick three sample comments.

Screen shot or paste the comment here, and 
summarize what the commenter was responding to, 
if  applicable.

Identify what “information gap” is present. What do 
you wish this person knew about journalism overall 
or this piece of  journalism specifically?

Draft a response, considering both the facts and tone 
of  your message.

Consider collecting the best responses in a google 
doc for the staff  to refer back to and use as related 
issues appear in real time.
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CLASS 
EXERCISE: 
RESPONDING 
TO 
COMMENTS

CLASS EXERCISE: Responding to 
Comments continued…

OPTION TWO: Read the following 
scenarios any newsroom could face, and draft 
responses. Each scenario represents a break 
in trust and an opportunity to demonstrate 
credibility and actively earn trust. Think 
critically about what the problem or 
misunderstanding really is. How could you 
respond in the moment, and what could the 
newsroom do proactively moving forward. 
Imagine you are speaking on behalf  of  the 
brand, not just yourself.
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CLASS 
EXERCISE: 
RESPONDING 
TO 
COMMENTS

CLASS EXERCISE: Responding to Comments continued…

Liberal Bias Scenario: After working a booth for your 
news organization at a community event, several reporters 
and editors expressed concern and frustration at the number 
of  people who accused them of  being “biased” and only 
publishing information from the “liberal agenda.” One 
community member said: “why would I watch the news? It’s 
all biased information, published so someone on the left can 
get ahead.” Is there anything we can do to combat this? Both 
internally and with our community?
 Questions and action items for the newsroom: xxxx
 Sample comment: “All journalists are for one side or the 

other. How can we believe any of  it? It’s clear which side 
of  the spectrum you all fall on. Don’t even try to deny that 
your staff  is mostly made up of  liberals. After all, your 
main columnist is liberal and your coverage of  the 
governor is way too favorable. Plus, you run Washington 
Post stories!”

 Your suggested response: xxxxx
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CLASS 
EXERCISE: 
RESPONDING 
TO 
COMMENTS

CLASS EXERCISE: Responding to Comments continued…

Scenario: funding transparency. Some of  your news 
organization’s revenue comes from the community in the 
form of  donors, members or advertisers. Lately, there have 
been a lot of  questions from users about who your 
contributors are. Some are asking you to list them all 
publicly, even those that donate or spend small amounts. 
Some have suggested the news organization should disclose 
in every story if  any subjects or sources have given money. 
(The organization receives donations from many elected 
officials and activists who are quoted often.)
 Questions and action items for the newsroom: xxxx
 Sample comment: “You’re protecting corrupt leaders 

who are just trying to buy their way into your coverage. 
What do you have to hide? We deserve to know where 
your money comes from.”

 Your suggested response: xxxxx
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CLASS 
EXERCISE: 
RESPONDING 
TO 
COMMENTS

CLASS EXERCISE: Responding to Comments continued…

Scenario: inaccurate reporting. In a story about a 
controversial ballot issue, an unfortunate error was inserted 
by an editor. The reporter wrote the correct amount that was 
at stake for taxpayers, and an editor added an extra zero in 
the editing process. Journalists all know that these things 
sometimes happen. News consumers, on the other hand, 
often make assumptions about a lack of  concern for facts. 
They also sometimes attach incorrect motivation to 
journalists’ actions, and will assume and error was made on 
purpose.
 Questions and action items for the newsroom: xxxx
 Sample comment: “How can we trust you to get 

anything right when you can’t get the basic facts of  the 
situation correct? This reporter is sloppy, and that’s clear 
throughout the story. This news product sure has gone 
downhill. You’ve lost me for good this time.”

 Your suggested response: xxxxx
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CLASS 
EXERCISE: 
RESPONDING 
TO 
COMMENTS

CLASS EXERCISE: Live Exercise for Social Media 
Engagement

For student journalists who have a social media audience 
for their work (such as through student media), assign 
them to solicit and answer questions live about their work. 
This can happen wherever their existing audience can 
interact with them in real time (typically Facebook, 
Instagram or Reddit). It can happen in text only or on 
video.

Encourage them to brainstorm things they think their 
audience might be genuinely curious about when it comes 
to the how and why of  their journalism. Start basic. How 
do you decide what stories to cover? Why do you run 
columns that make people mad? Do you get free football 
tickets when you cover the game? Then think about 
questions you might get and have answers ready. If  on 
camera, have two people ready — one to pose questions 
and one to answer them. Have a third person ready to 
monitor comments and feed new questions in. You have 
no obligation to answer every question, but you should be 
prepared if  tough ones come in.

*This is a good exercise for upper-level courses.
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CLASS 
EXERCISE: 
RESPONDING 
TO 
COMMENTS

CLASS EXERCISE: Live Exercise for Social Media 
Engagement

Warn your audience ahead of  time with a post saying when 
you’ll be live, with an invitation to start leaving questions 
there. Be ready to follow through either with a sizeable live 
audience leaving questions or with minimal participation.

As you read through comments, don’t feel obligated to 
answer everyone. But try to strip away accusatory tones or 
rudeness. Identify in a more neutral way what someone is 
asking or suggesting, and answer in good faith.

For upper-level courses in particular, consider creating other 
content after the live event is over. Write a newsletter, 
column or FAQ — Here’s what you want to know about us. 
Talk about it on air and on other social platforms as well.

Resource:

I do live Facebook Q&A’s with viewers, and here’s why it’s 
worth it

Want a relationship based on trust? Invest in interactions.

31

https://medium.com/trusting-news/its-ok-to-admit-we-aren-t-perfect-and-other-secrets-from-inside-the-newsroom-811dcd6714b9
https://medium.com/trusting-news/want-a-relationship-based-on-trust-invest-in-interactions-d047a48c6071


DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS: 
MEASURING 
ENGAGEMENT

Thinking about our readings, what are the 
kinds of  metrics that indicate success? How 
do we know when something we have tried 
has worked?

What does ROI refer to and why does it 
matter for content producers?

What are some online versus physical kinds 
of  metrics to look for when doing this 
engagement work?
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CLASS 
EXERCISE: 
MEASURING 
ENGAGEMENT

Justify Relationship Building. Write an 
internal justification. Spend 15 minutes 
making the case to your bosses that you need 
to make time to build relationships in your 
niche, specialty or beat. Describe what that 
would look like in very specific terms. Why 
should they give you that time? How do you 
measure Return on Investment for them? 
How can you organize with co-workers to 
press the issue?
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ENGAGEMENT 
STRATEGIES: 
CITIZENS 
AGENDA 
HANDOUT

Class Handout and Exercise:

Read over the Citizens Agenda guide and 
come together around a shared issue such as 
the opioid crisis. Go through the initial 
exercises in the guide together to plan out 
what coverage might look like. This could be 
a single in-class workshop or this could serve 
as the framework for an entire project. This 
must include brainstorming about 
stakeholders, locations/groups/events 
around town that would yield a wide diversity 
of  input.
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/14LhLyo2lngyNzyrdhzanPXO0EsBNfYWb/view?usp=sharing


CITIZENS 
AGENDA: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Citizens Agenda with Stakeholders

After the in-class exercise of  the Citizens Agenda, 
each student picks a stakeholder to follow-up with, 
getting that stakeholder’s agenda and arranges for 
networking with that stakeholder’s communities in 
some way (e.g. via an event they are going to, an ask on 
their Facebook or Instagram page, a walk around their 
local community center at childcare pick-up time or 
during an event -- whatever makes sense for the 
person, or some combination). Perhaps they plan a 
potluck together or an online Facebook chat where 
they meet a bunch of  people and hear from them their 
experiences around the issue and their thoughts about 
possible policy or other solutions. 

Output: A citizen’s agenda from 25 people with two 
story ideas.

*This is a good upper-level assignment.
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CITIZENS 
AGENDA: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Engagement Strategies

Using the Citizens Agenda results and the 
engagement list, students (or teams, or the 
class) choose one issue to work on for the 
semester. They have to choose THREE 
engagement strategies from the list to 
incorporate into their reporting and their final 
product. In addition, the story needs to be 
either solutions focused or policy focused (e.g. 
an election story, research what candidates 
have said they would do about said issue).

*For an upper-level course this can work with 
a shorter deadline.
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ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES: RECOMMENDED 
READINGS

Brandel, J. (2018). Looking for evidence that audience engagement 
helps newsrooms? Here you go. [Blog] Hearken. 
https://medium.com/we-are-hearken/receipts-1bc3d35a88bf

Robinson. S. Guide for Journalists. https://suerobinson.org/guide-for-
journalists/

MediaShift (2016). Special Series: Redefining Engagement. 
http://mediashift.org/2016/01/the-case-for-community-engagement
(Read as much of  the series as you can)

Bode, K. (2017). The benefits of  community engagement:
https://grbj.com/news/the-benefits-of-community-engagement/
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https://grbj.com/news/the-benefits-of-community-engagement/


ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES: RECOMMENDED 
READINGS

American Press Institute. Metrics for News. 
https://www.metricsfornews.com/

Mulder, S. and Fuerst, M. (2018). To build and engage your audience, 
consider these core metrics for measuring success. Current. 
https://current.org/2018/03/to-build-and-engage-your-audience-
consider-these-core-metrics-for-measuring-success/

Haslanger, J, and Synder, S. (2018). Choosing journalism metrics that 
actually count (and are countable!) [Blog]. Hearken. 
https://medium.com/we-are-hearken/choosing-journalism-metrics-
that-actually-count-and-are-countable-21b5060e1fd4
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https://www.metricsfornews.com/
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https://medium.com/we-are-hearken/choosing-journalism-metrics-that-actually-count-and-are-countable-21b5060e1fd4


ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES: RECOMMENDED 
READINGS

Mayer, J. (2020, April). Want a relationship based on trust? Invest in 
interactions.[Blog] Trusting News. https://medium.com/trusting-news/want-a-
relationship-based-on-trust-invest-in-interactions-d047a48c6071 (short)

Radcliff, D. (2020, Feb. 26). Strengthening local journalism: 10 tips for newsrooms. 
International Journalists Network. https://ijnet.org/en/story/strengthening-local-
journalism-10-tips-newsrooms (short)

Edelman. (2020). 20 years of  trust. https://www.edelman.com/20yearsoftrust/
(long)

Agora Journalism Center. (2019, April). Building Engagement: Supporting the 
Practice of  Relational Journalism. [Report]. https://dl.orangedox.com/building-
engagement (45 pages)

Agora Journalism Center. (2018, November) Putting Engagement to work: How 
news organizations are pursuing public-powered journalism. [Report] 
https://dl.orangedox.com/putting-engagement-to-work (45 pages)
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ENGAGEMENT STRATEGIES: RECOMMENDED 
READINGS

Stearns, Josh. “Journalism as a Service not a Product.” Josh Stearns 
[Blog]: https://stearns.wordpress.com/2011/12/09/journalism-as-a-
service-not-a-product/

Stearns, Josh. (2015) “Building journalism with community, not for it.” 
The Local News Lab: http://localnewslab.org/2015/01/20/building-
journalism-with-community-not-for-it/

How journalists build and break trust with their audience online by 
First Draft News:

https://firstdraftnews.com/how-journalists-build-and-break-trust-
online/
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EXAMINING POWER AND PRIVILEGE

This section includes assignments, presentations, class exercises, 
discussion prompts, and recommended readings examining power and 
privilege. It’s broken up into six sub-sections:

1. checking your privilege

2. structural racism in journalism

3. undermining racism in journalism

4. understanding ableism in journalism

5. lgbtq+ representation in journalism

6. class, capital, and power in journalism
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EXAMINING POWER AND PRIVILEGE: 
CHECKING YOUR PRIVILEGE
This sub-section will help students with dominant identities better 
understand their own privileges and positions in societal hierarchies. 
Some students—especially from marginalized and oppressed 
communities—may want the opportunity to engage in alternative 
activities or assignments. We recommend offering alternatives based on 
your own pedagogical style but want to emphasize the need to take it 
into consideration. 
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CHECKING 
YOUR 
PRIVILEGE: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

How shall we define “ally?” What’s the 
difference between being an ally and an 
accomplice? What are the components of  
being a “good ally,” and where do you 
foresee difficulty for yourself  in engaging as 
an ally AND as a professional 
communicator? 

Use the “allyship workshop” from Williams 
College as a guide. 

*This is a good introductory discussion for 
any level course.
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https://davis-center.williams.edu/files/2020/08/Allyship-Workshop_Final.pptx.pdf


CHECKING 
YOUR 
PRIVILEGE: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

Thinking about and drawing from the 
readings, what are your various identities 
(racially, socially, sexually, religiously, etc.)? 
Where in those identities do you find 
yourself  as having privilege or not having 
privilege? Describe the identities of  the 
people closest to you, socially (e.g. family, 
best friends, partners). Are there overlaps of  
identities with your own? Where in your life 
do you find yourself  engaging outside of  
your major racial, education, and social 
identity circles, if  you do? If  you do not, 
what are some ways you could diversify your 
own life? (This makes for a good short essay, 
too).
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CHECKING 
YOUR 
PRIVILEGE: 
CLASS 
EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Social Identity Wheel 
Worksheet

Have students partner up and go through each 
individual’s fault lines -- all of  their identities, 
using the social identity wheel. If  it applies to 
them, have them talk about a time they have 
felt unwelcome or excluded because of  their 
particular identities as well as a time where 
they felt their privileges gave them an unfair 
advantage.
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1pZBiMxf2JHhgC47JJM9_a3UsuOH52sEI/view?usp=sharing


CHECKING 
YOUR 
PRIVILEGE: 
CLASS 
EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Write Your Bio

Have students write a bio for themselves of  
250 words that relays who they are, what their 
background is and any identities they hold that 
might be attached to a piece they produce. 
What would they want to know about the 
author of  any production? How do their 
various identities shape their own world 
views?
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CHECKING 
YOUR 
PRIVILEGE: 
ASSIGNMENT

Assignment

Describe your own racial story to date. 
Drawing from the readings, how have you 
approached issues of  race in your life. How 
do we define color-blindness and has that 
concept ever been present in your own life? 
Where has oppression played a role for you? 
After thinking about these readings, how do 
America’s own racial stories affect the way we 
professionally communicate? Reflect in this 
paper on the challenges and opportunities 
you have found in your journalism classes to 
be more racially aware as we go about 
becoming professional communicators.
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CHECKING YOUR PRIVILEGE: 
RECOMMENDED READINGS 

Aleman, S.M. (2010). Americans in Brown bodies: An Analysis of  Journalistic 
Performances of  Whiteness. Southwestern Mass Communication Journal, Fall, (pp.1-18). 

Covarrubias, P.O. (2008). Masked Silence Sequences: Hearing Discrimination in the 
College Classroom. Communications, Culture & Critique, 1, (pp.227-252).

Dixon, T.L. (2003). White News, Incognizant Racism, and New Production Biases. 
The Review of  Communication, 3(3), (pp. 216-219). 

Guess, T.J. (2006). The Social Construction of  Whiteness: Racism by Intent Racism 
by Consequence. Critical Sociology, 32(4), (pp.649-673). 
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CHECKING YOUR PRIVILEGE: 
RECOMMENDED READINGS 

Somani, I.S. & Hopkinson, N. (2018). Color, Caste and the Public Sphere: Black Journalists 
Who Joined Television Networks from 1994-2014. Journalism practice, (pp.1-17).

Consalvo, M. (2003). The Monsters Next Door: Media Constructions of  Boys and 
Masculinity. Feminist Media Studies, 3(1), (pp.27-45).

Harris, K.L. (2015). Feminist Dilemmatic Theorizing: New Materialism in Communication 
Studies. Communication Theory, (pp.1-21). 

Kil, S.H. (2019). Reporting from the Whites of  their Eyes: How Whiteness as 
Neoliberalism Promotes Racism in the News Coverage of  “All Lives Matter.” 
Communication Theory, 00, (pp.1-20).
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CHECKING YOUR PRIVILEGE: 
RECOMMENDED READINGS 

Councilor (2014): Colorblindness: A Graphic Exploration:
http://rhetoric.commarts.wisc.edu/?p=241

McIntosh, Peggy. “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack.” 
Peace and Freedom Magazine (July-August 1989), 10-12.

Peggy McIntosh, “How Studying Privilege Systems Can Strengthen 
Compassion,” TEDx TimberlaneSchools (18 minutes): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e-BY9UEewHw

Forms of  Privilege: http://mediasmarts.ca/diversity-media/privilege-
media/forms-privilege
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CHECKING YOUR PRIVILEGE: 
RECOMMENDED READINGS 

Crosley-Corcoran, Gina. “Explaining White Privilege to a Broke White 
Person.” The Feminist Breeder, November 20, 2013.

Bowers, Christopher. “10 Ways to Be an Ally.” White Privilege, 
February 3, 2010: http://whitepriv.blogspot.com/2010/02/10-ways-to-
be-and-ally.html

Utt, Jamie. “So You Call Yourself  an Ally: 10 Things All ‘Allies’ Need to 
Know.” Everyday Feminism, November 8, 2013:
http://everydayfeminism.com/2013/11/things-allies-need-to-know/
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CHECKING YOUR PRIVILEGE: 
RECOMMENDED READINGS 

Plank, Elizabeth. “Want to Become a Better White Ally? Here's Where to 
Start.” mic.com. December 19, 2014:
http://mic.com/articles/106852/want-to-become-a-better-white-ally-here-
s-where-to-start

Don’t believe in Christian privilege? These 15 examples will leave you no 
doubt. Everyday Feminism. 2016:
https://everydayfeminism.com/2016/01/believing-christian-privilege/

DiAngelo, Robin. (2018). White Fragility: Why it’s so hard for white people 
to talk about racism. Boston: Beacon Press, pp.1-14, 71-88, and 139-154.

Project READY “hosts a series of  free, online professional development 
modules for school and public youth services librarians, library 
administrators, and others interested in improving their knowledge 
about race and racism, racial equity, and culturally sustaining 
pedagogy. The primary focus of  the Project READY curriculum is on 
improving relationships with, services to, and resources for youth of  color 
and Native youth.” https://ready.web.unc.edu
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EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

STRUCTURAL 
RACISM

Structural Racism

This is a brief  5-10 minute presentation to 
introduce students to structural racism in 
journalism. 

Please download the presentation from 
Google Drive to present as a PowerPoint. Feel 
free to present it as is or edit it to make it your 
own.  
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/17z11zVnlE28sITfVeIx9BIzZK_Uf84Lk/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=109272013817899127910&rtpof=true&sd=true


STRUCTURAL 
RACISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

Why is a color-blind perspective towards race 
problematic? Reflect on your own racial 
journey to date and whether it has been 
informed by color-blind perspective. Also, 
how does traditional journalism employ a 
color-blind perspective and what can be done 
to disrupt this thinking?

*This is a good introductory discussion for 
any level course.

54



STRUCTURAL 
RACISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

How does police brutality that 
disproportionately impacts Black people in 
this country matter to people who are not 
Black? What is the famous bird-cage 
metaphor? What are the three distinct stages 
of  the system of  racial control, according to 
the New Jim Crow book, and how might 
these conditions affect other institutions in 
our communities?

*This is a good discussion for upper-level 
courses. 
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STRUCTURAL 
RACISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

What can we take away from these pieces as 
professional communicators? How do we 
disrupt entire institutions? Reflect on your 
feelings as you read these pieces in terms of  
your coming professional life as a 
communicator.
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STRUCTURAL 
RACISM: 
CLASS 
EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Institution Paired 
Discussion

Have students choose a different institution 
(e.g. criminal justice, the film industry, the 
church, universities, journalism) and go 
through: problematic histories and 
contemporary realities, assumptions and 
exercises of  racism. They can use Google to 
research as well. Leave a good 30-45 minutes 
for this. 

Alternatively, offer this as a short essay 
assignment. 
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STRUCTURAL RACISM: RECOMMENDED 
READINGS

Systemic Inequality: Displacement, Exclusion, and Segregation (2019) by Center for 
American Progress:
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/race/reports/2019/08/07/472617/syste
mic-inequality-displacement-exclusion-segregation/

1619 project NYT:
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/1619-america-
slavery.html

Alexander, M. The New Jim Crow. (2019) 

Semuels, Alana. “Is there hope for local news?” The Atlantic Nov. 10. 2014:
http://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2014/11/is-there-hope-for-local-
news/382516/
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STRUCTURAL RACISM: RECOMMENDED 
READINGS

Powell, John A. “Introduction: Transforming our Conceptions of  Self.” In Racing to 
Justice: Transforming Our Conceptions of  Self  and Other to Build an Inclusive 
Society (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2012), xvii-xxv.

Alemán, Sonya M. "Locating Whiteness in Journalism Pedagogy." Critical Studies In 
Media Communication 31, no. 1 (March 2014): 72-88. (Google)

Ta’Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations.” The Atlantic. June 2014:
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2014/06/the-case-for-
reparations/361631/

Holmes, L. (2017, Feb. 14). The Purely Accidental Lessons Of  The First Black 
'Bachelorette’. NPR. https://www.npr.org/2017/02/14/515168800/the-purely-
accidental-lessons-of-the-first-black-bachelorette
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EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

PRESENTATION

How to Undermine Structural Racism In 
Journalism

This is a 15-20 minute presentation that gives 
tools and ways to undermine structural racism 
in journalism. 

Please download the presentation from 
Google Drive to present as a PowerPoint. Feel 
free to present it as is or edit it to make it your 
own.
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1vT1_l_V_QRIcHua1EqzMD9mI-3tAYjEr/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=109272013817899127910&rtpof=true&sd=true


UNDERMINING 
RACISM IN 
JOURNALISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

In your opinion, how can journalism 
curriculum better take into consideration 
structural barriers that exclude 
historically/currently marginalized groups 
while also train for and within the very 
organizations that helped create the inequities? 

Is it possible to truly disrupt these institutions 
from within? 

61



UNDERMINING 
RACISM IN 
JOURNALISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

Are the ways in which one covers different 
kinds of  communities – e.g. LGBTQ groups 
versus African immigrants, for example –
change how one goes about building trust? 
Thinking about the readings for today, reflect 
on this question in a way that also goes to you 
thinking about how you yourself  might 
exercise this trust building.
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UNDERMINING 
RACISM IN 
JOURNALISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

What does it mean to name issues with a racial 
equity lens? What are some challenges to do 
that? According to your readings, what are 
some good ways to do this?
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UNDERMINING 
RACISM IN 
JOURNALISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

How can we as professional communicators 
help frame out solutions to societal inequities?
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UNDERMINING 
RACISM IN 
JOURNALISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

Here’s your opportunity to critique any or all 
of  the readings. I want you to evaluate one or 
more of  them in this space. Even if  you loved 
them, what might a critique be? This is an 
important thing to be able to do as it helps 
make your own arguments going forward 
more persuasive if  you can anticipate 
criticism.
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UNDERMINING 
RACISM IN 
JOURNALISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

Let’s apply naming and framing to these two 
ideas:

a. What should a public affairs officer for a 
police department do when they discover 
that the information given by their chief  is 
different from what reporters are hearing 
from witnesses and there is a video to back 
them up?

b. If  sensationalized crime coverage leads to 
a culture of  fear, what steps should media 
outlets take to more accurately reflect the 
level of  crime and its causes in their 
communities?
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UNDERMINING 
RACISM IN 
JOURNALISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

What role can professional communications 
play in immigration issues? How well do you 
think news media do with covering 
immigration issues these days?
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UNDERMINING 
RACISM IN 

JOURNALISM: 
CLASS 

EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Brainstorm Pittsburgh 
Gazette Response

You are Pittsburg Gazette and your editor 
barred two Black journalists from covering the 
protests because they “were biased.” A giant 
fallout occurred. What are some possible 
responses? 

(For background: 
https://www.wtae.com/article/two-
pittsburgh-post-gazette-journalists-barred-
from-protest-coverage-speak-out/32844969)
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https://www.wtae.com/article/two-pittsburgh-post-gazette-journalists-barred-from-protest-coverage-speak-out/32844969


UNDERMINING 
RACISM IN 

JOURNALISM: 
CLASS 

EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Reimagine Coverage of  a News 
Article About the Protests Thinking About Systems of  
Oppression

Grade the coverage: Show students some protest 
coverage (see examples on the next page) and ask 
them to get together in groups to discuss three ways it 
could have included a deeper understanding about 
structural racism. Have each person in the group share 
an idea or a thought about the coverage. Work in the 
group to brainstorm 1-3 ways the article could have 
been more substantive.

Come back together either on the white board of  the 
room or the whiteboard on your zoom/canvas to have 
them make their suggestions. What grade would you 
give the coverage? What did they get right? What 
should they have talked about?
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EXAMINING POWER AND PRIVILEGE: 
UNDERMINING RACISM IN JOURNALISM
Here are half  a dozen protest articles/productions to use with the previous 
page (or choose your own):

https://madison.com/wsj/news/local/pain-and-protest-madison-responds-
to-the-police-killing-of-george-floyd/collection_2e63c279-833e-5348-8c2f-
94014bb89b7a.html#1 (Wisconsin paper)

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-52951093 (BBC)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7j00z_Q_etc (CBC News in Canada)

https://www.foxnews.com/us/black-lives-matter-protesters-seattle-chaz-
hijacked-message (Fox News)

https://www.seattletimes.com/seattle-news/seattle-area-protests-live-
updates-on-friday-june-12/ (Seattle Times)

https://www.texastribune.org/topics/protests/ (Texas Tribune)
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UNDERMINING RACISM IN JOURNALISM: 
RECOMMENDED READINGS

Anderson, C.W. (2014). The Sociology of  the Professions and the Problem of  
Journalism Education. Radical teacher: A Socialist, Feminist, and Anti-Racist Journal on the 
Theory and Practice of  Teaching, (99, Spring), (pp.62-68).

Askanius, T. (2012). Radical Online Video: YouTube, Video Activism and Social Movement 
Media Practices. Lund University. 
https://portal.research.lu.se/portal/files/3670802/3727996.pdf

Atton, C. (2015). The Routledge Companion to Alternative and Community Media. 

Downing, J., Ford, T.V., Gil, G. & Stein, L. (2001). Radical Media: Rebellious 
Communication and Social Movements. Sage Publications, Inc. 
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UNDERMINING RACISM IN JOURNALISM: 
RECOMMENDED READINGS

Coleman, R. (2003). Race and Ethical Reasoning: The Importance of  Race to 
Journalistic Decision-Making. Journalism and Mass Communication Quarterly, 80(2), 
295-310. 

Gregory, K. (2020). Guidelines for Inclusive Conversation. 

Ingram, M. (2020, July) Black Journalists face challenges that stem from systemic 
racism. CJR: https://www.cjr.org/the_media_today/black-journalists-systemic-
racism.php

Kettering Foundation. (2011). Naming and Framing Difficult Issues to Make 
Sound Decisions. 

Len-Rios, M. and Perry, E. (2019). Cross-Cultural Journalism: Communicating Strategically 
About Diversity. New York: Routledge.

Race Reporting Guide. Race Forward: https://www.raceforward.org/reporting-guide
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https://docs.google.com/document/d/10Ly23SX_xiHi5U-h4XYp3eMEfD8RgI3JG_XM0wgRqTY/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.cjr.org/the_media_today/black-journalists-systemic-racism.php
https://www.raceforward.org/reporting-guide


UNDERMINING RACISM IN JOURNALISM: 
RECOMMENDED READINGS

Robinson, S. Guide for Journalists: https://suerobinson.org/guide-for-journalists/

Stewart, Alicia. (2015). Why diversity works, Nieman Reports:
https://niemanreports.org/articles/why-newsroom-diversity-works/

Torres, J. (2018, March). Racism in the media persists 50 years after the Kerner Report:
https://www.freepress.net/our-response/expert-analysis/insights-opinions/racism-media-
persists-50-years-after-kerner-report

White, B. (2009) “Navigating the power dynamics between institutions and their 
communities.” Kettering Foundation 

73

https://suerobinson.org/guide-for-journalists/
https://niemanreports.org/articles/why-newsroom-diversity-works/
https://www.freepress.net/our-response/expert-analysis/insights-opinions/racism-media-persists-50-years-after-kerner-report


EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

UNDERMINING 
RACISM IN 

JOURNALISM

Guidelines for Inclusive Journalism

This guide is a great reading assignment and 
starting point to get students thinking about 
inclusive journalism. 
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EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

CLASS 
EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Visual Stereotype (Credit: Mary 
Bock)

One of  my favorite exercises when I teach visual rhetoric 
and culture is the one I use to start the lecture on visual 
stereotypes. (A lecture that I should mention, is based on 
Paul Martin Lester's text.) 

I have the students take a piece of  paper and fold it over 
and over again, then unfolding it so they have creased the 
paper into quadrants. Then I tell them to number the 
quadrants. In square one, I tell them to describe what 
they look like to the outside world -- their appearance, 
what their demographic is -- only what is visible. In 
quadrant two, I ask them to write down the stereotypes 
associated with people who look like them. 

In quadrant three, I tell them to write down what they 
most like about themselves and what they are proud 
about. Finally, in quadrant four, I ask them to write 
down, what, if  anything from square three is VISIBLE, 
based on what they look like (square one). Square four is 
often mostly empty -- which is exactly the point. This 
usually launches some good discussion, and personalizes 
the stereotype lecture that follows.
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EXAMINING POWER AND PRIVILEGE
CLASS EXERCISE: Visual Stereotype (Credit: Mary Bock)

76

1. When people look at you, what do they 
see? What demographic characteristics are 
visible?

2. What are the stereotypes about people who 
look like you?

3. What are you proudest of about yourself 
and your life?

4. How many of the things you listed in square 
three match with what’s in square one?

Discuss.



EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Transparency Sidebar

For each production assignment, have 
students write a transparency sidebar that 
includes their identities, how the story was 
created, what sources were used, etc. 300 
words (Credit: Celeste Sepessy)
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EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Interview Template

Ask students to create a list of  questions that 
gets at the problematic structures in place of  
whatever story they are writing about. How 
does one bring to the forefront how wicked 
problems come from policies that were 
steeped in white supremacy generations ago? 
Help students move beyond the pros and 
cons story.
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EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Disruptors Essay

How do we change the structure of  public, 
mediated talk from within our communicative 
institutions? This will be a 5-page (double-
spaced) theoretical paper that explores 
disruption within professional communication 
practices. Encourage students to look at 
alternative media organizations for examples. 
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EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: How Inclusive Is it?

For each assignment, have students use the 
“Guidelines for Inclusive Journalism” to write 
a sidebar on what they did to make their 
project “inclusive.”
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EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Jane Elliot Video Exercise 

Have students view the Jane Elliot video and 
write an 800-word news feature on Jane Elliot. 
(Bonus points for reaching out and landing an 
interview with Elliot by phone or by Zoom. 
She's a former teacher, she may call you back.) 

Here's a PBS series on Jane Elliot, an anti-
racism activist: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1mcCL
m_LwpE (Credit: DeNeen Brown)
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EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Implicit Bias Test

Ask students to take Harvard's implicit bias 
test. Students must write a 500-word essay 
about their experience taking the test. The 
essay must have a clear narrative structure, 
beginning, middle and ending. The essay 
must capture tension and transformation.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KvKZn
f1CVoU (Credit: DeNeen Brown)
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EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: White Fragility Exercise 

Read “White Fragility,” by Robin DiAngelo, 
and write a 1,200 word story on the topic, 
including experts and other interviews. The 
nut graph must connect the topic of  “White 
Fragility” to recent news events. The paper 
must include a well-crafted section explaining 
and defining “White Fragility.” The paper 
must include recent examples in the news of  
“White Fragility. (Credit: DeNeen Brown)
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EXAMINING 
POWER AND 
PRIVILEGE: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Smithsonian's Museum of  African-American 
History and Culture

Require a VIRTUAL trip to the Smithsonian's Museum of  
African-American History and Culture. Ask students to write an 
800-word short news feature about an exhibit. The nut graph in 
the feature must connect to what is happening in the news. 

Here's an example, Rep. John Lewis (D-Ga.) said that Emmett Till 
was his George Floyd. What does that mean in the context of  
history? What is the story of  Emmett Till that is told in the 
museum. Why is Emmett Till's death considered a catalyst for the 
Civil Rights Movement? What was the impact on Lewis? Here is 
the link to the museum's 
website: https://www.si.edu/museums/african-american-
museum. 

Additional reading required for this assignment to help provide 
the student context:

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/emmett-tills-
casket-goes-to-the-smithsonian-144696940/

(Credit: DeNeen Brown) 
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UNDERSTANDING ABLEISM IN JOURNALISM

Ableism is a topic that is underdiscussed in universities and journalism 
courses. While words like “crazy” and “insane” are thrown around in media, 
they typically obscure what is really being said. For example, it’s more 
accurate to say a college party that got out of  control was “wild” than to say 
it was “crazy” or “insane.” And while journalism courses often teach 
students AP Style, the problematic use of  these words is rarely taught even 
though many have entries in the Stylebook. 

We recommend consulting scholarship and education directly from 
members of  disabled communities to get a fuller picture of  how to 
approach teaching this subject. And while the AP Stylebook addresses these 
topics and is an ok place to start, we highly recommend using the National 
Center on Disability in Journalism as a central source.  
In the following section we introduce some basic concepts, words, and 
approaches to teaching students about ableism in journalism and how to 
write more accurately and intentionally. We also want students thinking 
about how to make their own work accessible to people with various 
abilities.  
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UNDERSTANDING ABLEISM IN JOURNALISM: 
CHOOSING OUR WORDS CAREFULLY

The following pages offer a partial list of  ableist words that are 
commonly used in everyday language and journalism, as well as some 
alternatives. Some words seem harmless or so common that students 
may not see a problem with them. 

One aspect to emphasize is that journalists should follow the lead of  
the communities they are writing about. In this case it may mean 
making different word choices than those that are commonly accepted, 
which ultimately shouldn’t be hard for a good communicator to do.

Another aspect to emphasize is the importance of  being impeccable 
with their word. A lot of  ableist language fails to impart the meaning 
that’s intended. 
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UNDERSTANDING ABLEISM IN JOURNALISM: 
CHOOSING OUR WORDS CAREFULLY

A quick note. While we focus on ableist language for much of  this 
section, it’s important to remind students that this is the first and most 
basic step. Being truly attentive to disability issues in journalism and 
pushing back against ableism means deliberate story choices, framing, 
sourcing, and focusing on structural issues that foster inequity. It also 
means making every story as accessible as possible (e.g. closed captions 
should be standard).
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UNDERSTANDING ABLEISM IN JOURNALISM: 
CHOOSING OUR WORDS CAREFULLY

Instead of…

crazy/nuts/insane/crazed/loony/
deranged…

schizophrenic…

crippled…

paralyzed…

delusional…

Use…

wild/exciting/out of  
control/shocking/unbelievable

mixed up/all over the place

stalled/held up/slowed 

frozen/stopped

confused/unrealistic/preposterous
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For a more complete list with explanations please see the Disability Language 
Style Guide from the National Center of  Journalism and Disability.

https://ncdj.org/style-guide/


ABLEISM IN 
JOURNALISM:
CLASS 
EXERCISE

Give students a list of  ableist words and 
then brainstorm as many alternatives as 
possible. How does ableist language 
obscure what’s really being said? 
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ABLEISM IN 
JOURNALISM:
CLASS 
EXERCISE

Ableist language and stories are common 
in journalism. For this class exercise have 
your students go through recent news 
stories (alone or in groups) and look for 
ableist language or stories. Next, hold a 
group discussion about the issues in the 
stories and ways they could be improved 
to remove ableist language or themes. 
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ABLEISM IN 
JOURNALISM:
ASSIGNMENT

For the first assignment after you 
introduce this subject have your students 
read through the Disability Language Style 
Guide from the National Center of  
Journalism and Disability. Have them 
select three entries: one that surprised 
them; one they found particularly 
interesting; and one that they see 
commonly used in media. They should 
summarize the entry and then explain why 
they picked it. 

This could also be done as a class exercise.
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ABLEISM IN 
JOURNALISM:
ASSIGNMENT

Have students pitch a story on disability 
issues. The pitch needs to include 
potential sources, explanations for why 
they are good for the story, and to sell the 
importance of  the story to their editor. 
Next, have students give their pitch to the 
class as though they were in a 
newsroom—including a collaborative 
discussion to build their story ideas. 
Finally, have them write their story using 
the National Center on Disability and 
Journalism as a guide. 

Depending on the level of  the course this 
might include conducting interviews or 
attending events. Encourage students to 
find sources created by members of  the 
community they are writing about. 
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ABLEISM IN 
JOURNALISM:
ASSIGNMENT

Use the National Center for Disabilities 
and Journalism for more class exercises, 
resources, and assignment ideas. 
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UNDERSTANDING ABLEISM IN JOURNALISM: 
BASIC TIPS FOR STUDENTS
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• Be impeccable with your word choices. 
• If  you are unfamiliar with a term or phrase research it to be sure it 

doesn’t have ableist (or racial) implications. 
• The job of  a professional communicator is to be precise and avoid 

harmful language. Emphasize the cultural importance and influence 
of  the words they use.

• Consider accessibility both in terms of  the content of  stories as well 
as delivery. Use closed captions and other tools to make stories more 
accessible. 

• Consult and collaborate with the communities you are talking about 
directly. 

• Ask your source directly how they’d like to be identified, e.g. autistic 
person vs. person with autism. 

• If  there is controversy among the community about a particular term 
or its usage then explain that in the story if  it’s relevant. 



UNDERSTANDING ABLEISM IN JOURNALISM: 
BASIC TIPS FOR STUDENTS CONT…
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• Always consider if  the language you are using or the things you are 
including in your story are relevant. If  it isn’t relevant to the story a 
source has a disability then don’t include it. 

• Make disability activists a regular part of  your social media diet. 
• Continually educate yourself  on disabilities and ableist language to 

write more effectively on the subject. 
• Find stories that accurately reflect common experiences of  disabled 

communities rather than “feel good” stories that highlight outliers 
and often present disabilities as something to overcome. 

• Check your work with sources and experts to make sure you’re 
writing and reporting with the perspective of  the community in 
mind—think collaboratively!

• Remember that you will make mistakes. The important thing is to be 
open to feedback about them and correct them going forward.



UNDERSTANDING ABLEISM IN JOURNALISM: 
READING RECOMMENDATIONS

Bottema-Beutel, K., Kapp, S.K., Lester, J.N., Sasson, N.J., &amp; Hand, B. N. (2021). Avoiding 
Ableist Language: Suggestions for Autism Researchers. Autism in Adulthood, 3(1), (pp. 18-29).

Carruthers, J.F.V. (2019). A Non-Disabled’s Guide to Ableist Language.

Cypher, J.M. ( 2017). Disability Studies in the Communication Ethics Classroom: Pedagogies of  
Justice and Voice. In M.S. Jeffress (Ed.) Pedagogy, Disability and Communication, (pp.1-10 ). 
Routledge.

Stevenson, J. & Dalasio, N.L. (2020). From Awareness to Acceptance: Transformative 
Approaches to Teaching Neurodiversity. In T. M. Ober, E. Che, J. E. Brodsky, C. Raffaele, & P. J. 
Brooks (Eds.). How We Teach Now: The GSTA Guide to Transformative Teaching (pp. 178-192). 
Retrieved from the Society for the Teaching of  Psychology web site: 
http://teachpsych.org/ebooks/howweteachnow-transformative

Stones, E. (2017). Exploring the Intersection of  Ableism, Image- building and Hegemonic 
Masculinity in the Political Communication Classroom. In M.S. Jeffress (Ed.) Pedagogy, Disability 
and Communication (pp. 184-202). Routledge.

How to make content inclusive for people with disabilities:
https://www.shiftcomm.com/blog/make-content-inclusive-people-disabilities/
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LGBTQ+ REPRESENTATION IN JOURNALISM

This section includes a variety of  resources and tools for teaching 
students how to better cover LGBTQ+ communities, events, and 
issues. 

As always, we want to encourage future journalists to become experts, 
form relationships, and collaborate with the communities they’re 
covering. This is the first step to building trust with those communities. 
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LGBTQ+ REPRESENTATION IN 
JOURNALISM: RESOURCES

These are some excellent starting points for lessons on LGBTQ+ 
representation in journalism. Like the AP Stylebook, these can act as guides 
and offer standards for reporting. Remember, always encourage your 
students to use resources that come directly from the community they’re 
covering whenever possible. 

The National Lesbian and Gay Journalists Association’s Stylebook

The National Lesbian and Gay Journalists Association Toolbox

GLAAD Media Reference Guide

Understanding LGBTQ+ Identity: A Toolkit for Educators (PBS)

A Guide to Reporting on LGBTQ+ Community

The Williams Institute (For research on LGBTQ+ related policies)
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https://www.nlgja.org/stylebook/
https://www.nlgja.org/resources/journalists-toolbox/
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https://www.law.ucla.edu/academics/centers/williams-institute


LGBTQ+ REPRESENTATION IN 
JOURNALISM: DISCUSSION PROMPTS

Assign your students to go through some or all of  the resources on the 
previous page. 

What did they find surprising?

Did they notice any examples of  things journalism tends to do well 
covering the LGBTQ+ community? 

What about examples of  things journalism tends to do poorly covering 
the LGBTQ+ community? 

How can they use those resources to improve their own reporting and 
which did they find particularly useful? 
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LGBTQ+ REPRESENTATION IN 
JOURNALISM: DISCUSSION PROMPTS

How does your own gender identity/sexual orientation come into play 
in their reporting? 

How do you approach asking a source their pronouns? 

When do pronouns and sexual identity become relevant to the story?

What local events might journalists cover that highlight the LGBTQ+ 
community? 

How might journalists build trust and relationships with the local 
LGBTQ+ community? 

100

https://www.nlgja.org/blog/2012/10/tip-sheets-on-lgbt-coverage-are-you-gay/


LGBTQ+ REPRESENTATION IN 
JOURNALISM: DISCUSSION PROMPTS

Consider how the mainstream press and/or advertising/marketing/PR 
have traditionally covered or included LGBTQ communities in your 
reflection paper in relation to your own evolutions on the issue as well as 
the cultural revolutions we have seen over the last few years.
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LGBTQ+ REPRESENTATION IN 
JOURNALISM: CLASS EXERCISE

Have students go through local news to find coverage about or relevant 
to the LGBTQ+ community and evaluate it as a class. 

What did the reporting get right?

How could it be improved? 

Does the gender identity/sexual orientation of  the person doing the 
reporting matter? What role might it play? 

Consider the sources used in the story. Are they diverse? Are they as 
representative as they can be? Who was left out? What role does power 
and privilege play in the sources used? How can we disrupt 
newsgathering routines to improve our reporting?
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LGBTQ+ REPRESENTATION IN 
JOURNALISM: ASSIGNMENT

Find an issue or event relevant to the local LGBTQ+ community. Write 
a pitch for the story that includes a plan for connecting with at least 
three sources within the LGBTQ+ community. Next, either meet with 
individual students after you’ve reviewed their pitch or hold a 
“newsroom” meeting where students make their pitches in a 
collaborative process. 

Optional: Have students complete the story. 

*This is a good exercise for introductory courses but can easily be 
adapted for more advanced courses. 
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LGBTQ+ REPRESENTATION IN 
JOURNALISM: ASSIGNMENT

Have students go to a local LGBTQ+ event or community center and 
produce a story. They can do a profile on a source/organization 
(encourage them to think beyond the obvious places) or cover an event. 

After they’ve completed the story have them write an essay (1000-1500 
words) about what went well, what they could have done better, and the 
role their own gender identity/sexual orientation played in the story. 
(Make sure your students know that they can skip this last prompt if  
they’re uncomfortable sharing their gender identity/sexual orientation). 

*This assignment is better for mid/higher-level courses but can easily be 
adapted for lower-level courses. 
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LGBTQ+ REPRESENTATION IN JOURNALISM: 
READING RECOMMENDATIONS

Billard, T., & Gross, L. LGBTQ Politics in Media and Culture. Oxford Research 
Encyclopedia of  Politics.

Ferraresi, Adriano. (2018). Who Writes the Story matters: Transgender Identity 
Through the Lens of  Citizen Journalism. Chapter Ten in Miss Man? Languaging
Gendered Bodies.*
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327139465_Who_writes_the_story_matte
rs_Transgender_identity_through_the_lens_of_citizen_journalism

*The introduction and chapter one are available for free here: 
https://www.cambridgescholars.com/resources/pdfs/978-1-5275-1096-8-sample.pdf

Heimerman, C. (2020). Covering the LGBTQ Community, and its Haters. Gateway 
Journalism Review, 49(358). https://gatewayjr.org/covering-the-lgbtq-community-and-
its-haters/

Kelley, W. B., Harper, J., & Baim, T. (Eds.). (2012). Gay Press, Gay Power: The Growth of  
LGBT Community Newspapers in America. Chicago, IL: Prairie Avenue Productions.

Kirchoff, A., & Rojas, F. (2020). Culture and Journalism. Contexts, 19(3), 8–9. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1536504220950384
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CLASS, CAPITAL, & POWER IN JOURNALISM

It’s important students understand the roles class, capital, and power 
play in journalism. The roles of  money, profit-incentive, corporations, 
advertisers, and holders of  capital on the structures of  modern 
journalism are essential to understanding how journalism functions 
today. Here we offer some tools for structuring a section on class, 
capital, and power. 
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CLASS, 
CAPITAL, & 
POWER IN 
JOURNALISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

What is class?

Reflecting on your own class background, 
what stands out? How might that play 
into your reporting? 

What are some class issues in your local 
area?

Do journalists do a good job covering 
class issues?
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CLASS, 
CAPITAL, & 
POWER IN 
JOURNALISM: 
DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Who’s represented in journalism regarding 
class issues? Who’s left out?

What role does capital play in journalism? 

How do different funding models impact 
media organizations and how they 
gather/present the news? (E.g. NPR, The 
Intercept, BBC, Fox News, CBS, etc.)

How do paywalls restrict access to news? 
What kind of  news isn’t behind paywalls? 
What’s the effect of  this? (Encourage 
students to think of  this in terms of  
misinformation and political news)
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CLASS, 
CAPITAL, & 
POWER IN 
JOURNALISM: 
CLASS 
EXERCISE

For this exercise give your students 10-15 
minutes to research local NGOs and non-
profits. Who is in charge of  them? Is the 
community they claim to serve 
represented in positions of  power? Are 
there community groups that aren’t 
NGOs or non-profits (e.g. mutual aid) 
working on class issues? How do they 
differ from professionalized 
organizations?

Next, have your students pitch stories to 
the class “newsroom” about those 
organizations.
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CLASS, 
CAPITAL, & 
POWER IN 
JOURNALISM: 
CLASS 
EXERCISE

For this assignment have your students 
look at stories on homelessness in the 
local area and critique them. Have them 
consider these kinds of  questions:

What language is used? How are the 
stories framed? What does the comments 
section look like? Is there any analysis of  
power structures? Who are the sources in 
the story? Who’s left out? Why?
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CLASS, 
CAPITAL, & 
POWER IN 
JOURNALISM: 
ASSIGNMENT

For this assignment have your students 
produce a story about class issues in the 
local area. Try to avoid offering story 
topics so they can think about the 
meaning of  class and how it impacts 
residents. Many subjects will have 
government data available. 

The story can be as involved as you want 
depending on the course level. 
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CLASS, 
CAPITAL, & 
POWER IN 
JOURNALISM: 
ASSIGNMENT

For this assignment have your students 
write a short essay about the effects of  
journalism being primarily funded 
through advertisements. What other 
funding models are there? What problems 
arise from the current model? They need 
to find examples and discuss their pros 
and cons.
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CLASS, 
CAPITAL, & 
POWER IN 
JOURNALISM: 
ASSIGNMENT

For this assignment have your students 
write a short essay about how changes in 
telecommunication laws impacted the 
structures of  journalism. 

*This is best for upper-level courses.
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CLASS, 
CAPITAL, & 
POWER IN 
JOURNALISM: 
ASSIGNMENT

For this assignment have your students 
read and then write a short essay response 
to McChesney, R. (2003) The Problem of  
Journalism: A Political Economic 
Contribution to an Explanation of  the 
Crisis in Contemporary US journalism, 
Journalism Studies, 4:3, 299-329, DOI: 
10.1080/14616700306492

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/14616700306492

They need to include an analysis of  
how McChesney’s argument applies 
today. 
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CLASS, 
CAPITAL, & 
POWER IN 
JOURNALISM: 
ASSIGNMENT

For this assignment have your students 
use local government databases to 
compose a pitch for a story addressing 
class issues. E.g., which neighborhood 
roads are regularly maintained? Where are 
new parks being built? Which 
neighborhoods are getting new schools? 
What do these things say about class?

Have them include at least three live 
sources they would like to interview for 
the story. 

Optional: Have them produce the story. 
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CLASS, 
CAPITAL, & 
POWER IN 
JOURNALISM: 
ASSIGNMENT

For this assignment have your students 
explore the history of  gentrification in 
their local area. What are the racial 
dynamics of  gentrified areas? Where do 
people displaced by gentrification go? 
Who benefits from gentrification? 

Have them include at least three live 
sources they would like to interview for 
the story. At least one of  them has to be 
someone personally impacted by 
gentrification.

Optional: Have them produce the story. 
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CLASS, CAPITAL, & POWER IN JOURNALISM: 
READING RECOMMENDATIONS

*Carey, J. (1982). The Discovery of  Objectivity. American Journal of  Sociology. 
87 (5), 1182-1188. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2778428

Domhoff, G.W. (2012). “The Class-Domination Theory of  Power.” 
http://whorulesamerica.net/power/class_domination.html

Domhoff, G.W. (2015). "Is the Corporate Elite Fractured, or is There 
Continuing Corporate Dominance? Two Contrasting Views." Class, Race and 
Corporate Power, 3(1), Article 1. Available 
at: http://digitalcommons.fiu.edu/classracecorporatepower/vol3/iss1/1

Herman, E. S., & Chomsky, N. (1988). Manufacturing Consent: The Political 
Economy of  the Mass Media. New York: Pantheon Books.

Kaplan, R. (2006) The News About New Institutionalism: Journalism's 
Ethic of  Objectivity and Its Political Origins, Political Communication, 23:2, 
173-185, doi:10.1080/10584600600629737 
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CLASS, CAPITAL, & POWER IN JOURNALISM: 
READING RECOMMENDATIONS

Lears, J., (1994). Fables of  Abundance: A Cultural History of  Advertising in America. New 
York: Basic Books.

McChesney, R., (2003) The Problem of  Journalism: A Political Economic 
Contribution to an Explanation of  the Crisis in Contemporary US Journalism, 
Journalism Studies, 4:3, 299-329, https://doi.org/10.1080/14616700306492

Miller, D., Panitch, L. (Ed.), & Leys, C. (Ed.) (2002). Media power and Class Power: 
Overplaying Ideology. In A World of  Contradictions, Socialist Register 2002 (Socialist 
Register).

*Schudson, M. (1997). Introduction: The Problem of  Journalism History, 1996. In 
Munson E. & Warren C. (Eds.), James Carey: A Critical Reader. (pp. 79-85). University 
of  Minnesota Press. Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5749/j.ctttsvzt.9

Wu, T. (2007) A Brief  History of  American Telecommunications Regulation, Oxford 
International Encyclopedia of  Legal History.
Available at: https://scholarship.law.columbia.edu/faculty_scholarship/146 1 

*Assign together
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CONTENT COLLABORATORS

Developing Partnerships Within Community

This section offers tools for teaching students how to collaborate with 
the communities they’re reporting on more effectively. Engaging the 
community through a collaborative process builds trust, improves 
reporting, and offers a way for journalists to check biases through 
accountability to the community.  

Ultimately, the goal is to produce better and more accurate journalism, 
while building a collaborative and reciprocal relationship with the 
community journalists are covering. Helicopter journalism can take place 
at the local level too, content collaboration keeps that from happening. 
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CONTENT 
COLLABORATORS: 

PRESENTATION

Developing Partnerships Within Community

This is a 10-15 minute presentation about 
developing partnerships and collaborating 
with communities. 

Please download the presentation from 
Google Drive to present as a PowerPoint. Feel 
free to present it as is or edit it to make it your 
own.
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CONTENT 
COLLABORATORS: 

DISCUSSION 
PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

What are the ethics that need to be considered 
when thinking about starting up a community 
collaboration? What are the justifications that 
need to be made?

What are some grounding principles when 
communicating with your community partner, 
including what not to do?

How can you find members of  relevant 
communities who aren’t tied to particular 
organizations?
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CONTENT 
COLLABORATORS: 
CLASS EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Pitch a Community 
Partner Collaboration

Spend 20 minutes thinking through, 
identifying a community partner, and making 
a pitch to a community organization for a 
collaboration. This should be based off  of  
your specialty or beat, an election, or some 
other story you are working on. Share out 
your pitches and brainstorm ways to make 
them more persuasive.
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CONTENT 
COLLABORATORS: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Connecting Stakeholders

For either a story you are working with for 
this class or another current issue, find a way 
to connect people who are working around 
similar issues, such as health care, opioid 
addiction, voter identification laws, etc. 
Research the issue you choose and research 
who is working on what in your community. 
Who needs to be talking to whom? This may 
also involve not only Google searching of  
news articles and programs but also 
interviewing people about what is happening. 
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CONTENT 
COLLABORATORS: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Create a Community 
Partnership

Try to create a community partnership. In 
your projects, identify a source, community 
leader or audience member who might be in a 
position to collaborate with you on content. 
This might look like sharing questions ahead 
of  time, having them write up a short answer 
that you use in the work, asking them to take 
photos or poetry or a short video or audio 
selfie to accompany your piece. You might 
also consider asking a community leader to 
co-host a discussion on an online platform. 
You will be graded on your pitch, and NOT 
your execution, which is so dependent on too 
many factors. 
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CONTENT COLLABORATORS: RECOMMENDED READINGS

Bryant, H. (2017). How can Collaborations Help Build Trust in Journalism? 
https://medium.com/facet/how-can-collaboration-help-build-trust-in-journalism-
1c70b7da0a2b

Local News Lab. (2015). All Together Now. Best Practices in Journalism Collaborations. 
https://localnewslab.org/2015/06/26/all-together-now-best-practices-in-journalism-
collaboration/

Marcotte, M. (2009). Focus Your Story. The Public Radio News Directors’ Guide. 
http://prndg.org/focus-your-story

Acorn, J. (2017). How news partnerships work. American Press Institute. 
https://www.americanpressinstitute.org/publications/reports/strategy-
studies/commercial-nonprofit-partnerships/

Ross, J.M. (2017). Building Productive Partnerships for Community Engaged 
Journalism.[Blog] Coral Project. https://coralproject.net/blog/building-productive-
partnerships-for-community-engaged-journalism/ (short)
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CONTENT COLLABORATORS: RECOMMENDED READINGS

Creating and Maintaining Coalitions and Partnerships. Community Toolbox. 
https://ctb.ku.edu/en/creating-and-maintaining-coalitions-and-partnerships (medium)

Longo, B. (2018). 5 Tips for Building Effective Community Partnerships. Unite Us. 
https://blog.uniteus.com/5-tips-for-building-community-partnerships (short)

Snow, J. (2012). Engaging Your Community: A Toolkit of  Partnership. Collaboration and 
Avtion. [Report]. Department of  Health and Human Services. 
https://growthorientedsustainableentrepreneurship.files.wordpress.com/2018/09/cei-
engaging-your-community.pdf (84 pages)

Glickhouse, J. (2020, Jan.). What We Found in Three Years of  Documenting Hate: A Letter 
to Our Partners. ProPublica: https://www.propublica.org/article/what-we-found-in-three-
years-of-documenting-hate-an-open-letter-to-our-partners
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COMMUNITY DIALOGUES

This section is about building a dialogue with the community journalists 
are covering and reporting to. By engaging with the audience journalists 
can build trust and help foster community dialogue. The more involved 
and engaged with their audience and community the deeper the trust 
and loyalty journalists are able to build. 

Here we offer some tools for teaching students these skills. 
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FACILITATING 
COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 

FACILITATING 
PRESENTATION

Facilitating Community Dialogues: The Basics

This is a 15-20 minute presentation that goes 
over the basics of  facilitating community 
dialogues. 

Please download the presentation from 
Google Drive to present as a PowerPoint. Feel 
free to present it as is or edit it to make it your 
own.
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https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1yVrSzlQqcrRNeD0FxH8vaPR2dDF8cSDI/edit?usp=sharing&ouid=109272013817899127910&rtpof=true&sd=true


FACILITATING 
COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 

PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

What are the benefits of  a newsroom facilitating a 
community conversation?

What ethical considerations must be weighed while 
designing such a dialogue?

How do we do this work in only-virtual settings?

How do we market our forum? What strategies must 
we use?

How do we make these conversations accessible and 
equitable?
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FACILITATING 
COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 

PROMPTS

Discussion Prompts

What important considerations (logistical, cultural, 
political, economic) must we think about when 
designing a forum, everything from what venue to 
the questions we ask?

What are some possible media products we might 
produce from this forum? How do we help 
communities keep the conversation going?
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FACILITATING 
COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 

CLASS 
EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Facilitating a Community 
Dialogue

Critique projects. Ask students to get into 
groups together to discuss one of  the 
examples, researching it and looking over the 
materials. The four examples could be: 
Voting Block, What’s Next West Virginia, 
“Ask A…” and Your Voice Ohio. Ask 
students to respond to the following 
prompts:
 What intrigues me about this project is….
 What I don’t understand about this project is…
 What I see as a possible hiccup or challenge for this 

project is...
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FACILITATING 
COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 

ASSIGNMENT

ASSIGNMENT: Facilitate/Participate in a 
Discussion

Our class will be working with other classes to 
practice facilitating discussions. Everyone will 
get a chance to be a facilitator in teamed pairs 
with a group of  people you do not know. 
People in the groups will be given participant 
roles (e.g. The Dominant One or The Shy 
One) so facilitators have opportunity to work 
through challenges in this safe place.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES 

PRESENTATION

Discussion Strategies

This is a 10-15 minute presentation with 
discussion strategies to facilitate productive 
dialogue. 

Please download the presentation from 
Google Drive to present as a PowerPoint. Feel 
free to present it as is or edit it to make it your 
own.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

HANDOUT: Discussion Strategies

Principles:

Discussion is a learned skill. Discussion and deliberation 
happen within an intentional structure.

Do not ask about race, gender, political views and then 
use that info to sort people. However, trying to activate 
the diversity in the room makes for better discussion.

What is discussion (what does it look like when it is 
successful?) A majority of  participants engage in some 
manner (not necessarily just verbally)

A respectful and engaged atmosphere (i.e. no one looks 
bored; heeding points).

Follow-up to arguments stated with counter perspectives 
and an encouragement for making a defense; even 
consensus positions are critically evaluated (i.e. nothing is 
taken for granted; avoid complacent groupthink; also 
building on/revising perspectives).
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Principles:

A majority of  people contributing.

Leads to sharper thinking, conceptualization or 
community goals; facilitation is to nurture not 
just a conversation but a process of  discovery.

Fosters intellectual curiosity and openness.

Participants need time to think before 
discussion.

Participants build upon one another’s 
statements.

Good discussion requires self-evaluation and 
self-regulation.

Design discussion for the maximum access to 
the discussion.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Good Practices:

Make norms explicit: Set norms – say them 
and model them.

Participants can generate the norms (Learn 
names. Address each other by name. Do not 
interrupt, etc.).

Assume that we disagree or have different 
perspectives (rather than assume we all think 
alike).

Practice intellectual humility and open 
mindedness.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Good Practices:

No partisan humor or divisive speech (don’t take 
potshots at politicians).

Responsible use of  devices. Ask the question: What 
are we going to do with our phones and computer?

Approach disagreement/different perspectives with 
curiosity.

Remember to model and teach the norms (e.g. make 
the room a shared space and not one just owned by 
the facilitator).

What are we going to do when someone breaks those 
agreements?

Do an exit ticket as they are leaving the forum. What 
do you need to make this forum more successful? 
What is more going?
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Good Practices:

How do we prevent a few participants from 
dominating and help others speak up?
 Give participants time to think before they discuss.
 Structured discussion results in more participation 

(the worst question: what do you think of  the 
handouts?).
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Good Practices:

Universal Design
 Goes beyond accessible design for people with 

disabilities to make all aspects of  the educational 
experience more inclusive for participants… with a 
great variety of  characteristics.

 These characteristics include those related to gender, 
race and ethnicity, age, stature, disability, and learning 
style.

 Opening email/survey to ask for gender preferences 
and anything else we should know. Warm-up 
questions: what do you need to help you learn? Setting 
the norms. Last word activity. Preparation (quick 
writes, partner shares); written directions. Announcing 
cold calls before they happen.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

Jigsaw Exercise: Cooperative learning strategy that requires 
participants to learn from each other. Focused on engaging all 
participants in discussion.
 Assign participants to read one segment of  a collection of  

information. For example, rather than assign an entire book, 
divide it into four parts and assign participants to read just one 
part. Or provide four different possible solutions to the 
community problem.

Participants are directed to read the selection of  a problem/issue 
assigned to them. When the reading has been completed, the 
participants meet for approximately 20 minutes with others 
assigned to the same topic. They discuss the material, identify the 
most important learning points, and return to their "home 
groups" to instruct the others about information in which they 
have become an "expert". Each facilitator takes turns teaching 
what they learned to the other "home group" members.

Circulate to ensure that groups are on task and managing their 
work well.

Ask groups to stop and think about how they are checking for 
everyone's understanding and ensuring that everyone's voice is 
heard.

Monitor the comprehension of  the group members by asking 
questions and rephrasing information until it is clear that all 
group members understand the points.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

The Final Word Exercise: Small-group activity designed 
to develop deeper understanding of  a problem/issue. It 
also requires all participants to talk and to listen without 
interrupting.

Give participants 5-7 minutes to review the 
problem/issue and identify at least two passages that 
they find interesting or significant.

Then give people prompts: (A: I can relate to this B: I 
agree with this; C: I disagree with this D: I have a 
question about this).

Participants move into small groups, sit in a circle, 
someone is timekeeper and must enforce time limits; first 
person reads one of  their selected passages and explains 
their choice (3 min); (I can relate to this passage 
because…); Each of  the other people has 1 minute to 
comment that a) expands on the idea, b) offers a new 
idea, c) makes a connection; The first person gets 1 
minute for a final thought. The next person then shares 
for one minute and it proceeds until all have a final word.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

Socratic Seminar: A collaborative intellectual 
dialogue facilitated with open-ended questions 
about a problem/issue

The seminar (30-40 min).

Participants and facilitator sit in a circle.

Facilitator reviews the norms and objectives for 
Socratic Seminar.

Facilitator poses the opening question. When 
appropriate, pose the core and closing 
questions.

Do not raise hands; aim for full participation, 
build upon ideas, stay in the problem/issue.

Approach disagreement with curiosity. Goal: 
Everyone speaks at least one time.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

Socratic Seminar continued…

Closing (10-15 min)

Participants and facilitator evaluate and discuss the 
quality of  the discussion

Role of  the facilitator: facilitators resist the urge to 
jump into the conversation with their own thoughts. 
The facilitator’s role is to ask questions, bring others 
into the discussion, and keep the discussion focused 
on the problem/issue.

Questions: should be constructed in the simplest 
form. Should be open-ended and interpretive. Only 
ask one question at a time (do not string several 
questions together); facilitator should come prepared 
with three types of  questions.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

Socratic Seminar continued…

Opening questions should require 
participants to go back to the problem/issue 
when giving answers. Examples:

What are some of  the values caught up in X?

Who are some of  the stakeholders for X?
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

Socratic Seminar continued…

Core questions should push participants deeper into 
the problem/issue in terms of  possible solutions. 
Examples

What are some possible ways forward?

What roles do different community members have?

Closing questions should consider values, connect to 
larger themes/ideas, or consider applications. 
Examples:

How does this make us think differently about 
[important concept of  community]?
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

Socratic Seminar continued…

What if  participants are saying things that are 
factually incorrect? Ask more questions.

Can you show us where in the problem/issue 
you see that?

Did anyone else read that differently?

How do we reconcile these interpretations?
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

Socratic Seminar continued…

What if  participants get stuck in 
disagreement?

Make sure that each view is understood. Ask 
two participants who are not involved to give 
a charitable retelling of  each point of  view. 
Check back with those in disagreement to see 
if  they have anything to add or clarify.

Ask the group “what is the nature of  this 
disagreement?” (Is it about the facts, values, 
something else?)
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

The “Stations” Discussion:

Structured Academic Controversy (SAC): scaffolded small-
group discussion based on the principles of  cooperative learning, 
but not a debate. Most often structured as a “Should…” 
question. For example, “Should the federal minimum wage be 
increased to $15 an hour?”

Start with a “hook” -- readings, video clip, etc.

Divide into groups of  four with two of  the people arguing for 
one side, and the two others on the other side, preparing 
arguments (readings for homework).

Present arguments to the group; the other group spends two 
minutes repeating “charitable retelling” saying “What I hear you 
saying is…” to underline the points and indicate listening (NOT 
critiquing). Then flip.

The group has a free-flowing discussion trying to find overlaps 
and commonalities, before going around each person to talk 
about their own position and whether they have solidified or 
changed their position

This is not a debate, which precludes openness to changing of  
minds.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

Chalk Talk: A silent way to reflect, generate ideas, develop 
projects, or solve problems. It is done completely in silence, 
encourages thoughtful contemplation, and gives even those 
socially anxious participants a chance to participate fully.
 Facilitator explains briefly that Chalk Talk is a silent 

activity. No one may talk at all. Anyone may add to the 
Chalk Talk with words or graphics or drawings.

 Facilitator draws a circle and puts a concept, question, or 
other problem/issue to prompt discussion.

 As they are ready, participants think of  good keywords or 
maybe page numbers from the problem/issue that 
illustrate the concept, approach the board and draw a line 
from the related concept to their own contribution

 Anyone can comment on any one’s ideas by drawing a 
circle around it and connecting it with a line.

 At the end, you have a visual word mapping of  the major 
concepts, and (hopefully) interconnected lines showing the 
interconnected ideas.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 
DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES

Discussion Strategies & Resources:

Speed-Prompt Networking
 Have participants count off  by three (or however 

many groups you will need).
 Have a prompt on the screen/board.
 Participants get into concentric circles, paired with 

another facilitator.
 When you get the signal, move to the right to the 

next person (so in the end you talk to five different 
people about the prompts).

 Each conversation has a different prompt; give 2-4 
minutes depending on depth of  prompt.

 (You can then use this as a pre-prompting and then 
move into either a Last Word or a Chalk Talk 
exercise).

 Benefits include that people get out of  their 
discussion cliques and talk to more people; it’s also 
fun and movement keeps the forum fresh.
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COMMUNITY 
DIALOGUES: 

CLASS 
EXERCISE

CLASS EXERCISE: Choose a Strategy

Give the students a topic for a forum (e.g. an 
election or current issue) and ask students to 
think for five minutes about one of  the 
strategies that might work best for this topic. 
Have them get into groups and talk through 
the logistics that such a forum might be run 
and then discuss those ideas as a class. 
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DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES: 

MICROAGGRESSIONS

CLASS HANDOUT: Understanding and 
Interrupting Microaggressions

Microaggressions Defined:

Commonplace verbal, behavioral, or 
environmental indignities, whether 
unintentional or intentional which 
communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative 
slights and insults to people from 
marginalized groups.
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/1TdpmgiqHp_tM_l9LqZHB2TE0bje4on5k/view?usp=sharing


DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES: 

MICROAGGRESSIONS

Understanding and Interrupting 
Microaggressions

Common Themes:

Assuming normality or dominant 
culture/identity

Assuming inferiority

Denying personal bias

Myth of  meritocracy (boot straps)

Cultural ignorance

Using offensive/biased language

Assuming criminality
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DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES: 

MICROAGGRESSIONS

Discussion Strategies & Resources

Micro-aggressions in the Room:

Reestablish the norms of  the forum and explain what 
norm had been broken.

It is ok to follow-up, if  after the fact, you realized you 
did not handle it as well as you could have.

To remember to keep the norms active throughout the 
group but also explaining what norm was broken.

Send a problem around the room to be solved (where 
one group creates a solution and next group either adds 
or expands on that solution or suggests a different).
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DISCUSSION 
STRATEGIES: 

MICROAGGRESSIONS

Discussion Strategies & Resources

Micro-aggressions in the Room cont…

Figuring out how to make the problems with comments 
into the discussion strategy for comments.

That rethinking discussions strategies is really about 
rethinking teaching and the goal of  any individual forum 
session.

Use the board to facilitate discussion, ask participants to 
come up and write things. Can also serve as a form of  
feedback in real time.

Writing exercise to get around an impasse to deal with 
tensions that might arise, giving you a chance to switch 
the emotional climate, and then find a moment to go 
back to that writing later.

155



COMMUNITY DIALOGUES: RECOMMENDED 
READINGS

CLASS HANDOUT: Discussion Strategies. A list of  different strategies that could be 
used during forums or small discussion workshops. 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1yulFQ3XmGv7DooMpP61YLyo1nnvzPqgMVi
d4y-dP1ng/edit?usp=sharing

Section 3. Conducting Public Forums and Listening Sessions. Community Tool Box. 
https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/assessment/assessing-community-needs-and-
resources/conduct-public-forums/main

Oseguera, S. (2016). How to use community forums to fuel your audience engagement 
strategy. [Blog]. Engagement Marketing. https://blog.marketo.com/2016/03/how-to-use-
community-forums-to-fuel-your-audience-engagement-strategy.html
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FACILITATING COMMUNITY DIALOGUES: 
RECOMMENDED READINGS

Helpful Guidelines for the Dialogue Facilitator. https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-
contents/assessment/assessing-community-needs-and-resources/community-
dialogue/tools#tool2

Learning Together: Moderating Deliberative Forums. (12 min) 
https://www.nifi.org/en/catalog/product/video-learning-together-moderating-
deliberative-forums

Leading a Community Dialogue on Building a Healthy Community. Community 
Tool Box. https://ctb.ku.edu/en/table-of-contents/assessment/assessing-
community-needs-and-resources/community-dialogue/main
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FACILITATING COMMUNITY DIALOGUES: 
RECOMMENDED READINGS

Kettering. (2012). Webinar on Moderating Forums (60 min). 
https://www.kettering.org/content/%E2%80%9Cshaping-our-
future%E2%80%9D-moderator-training-webinars

A Handbook for Deliberative Community Forums. City of  Pittsburgh. 
http://hss.cmu.edu/pdd/cities/handbook.pdf

A Guide to Community Discussions [Report]. Community Catalyst Inc. 
https://www.communitycatalyst.org/doc-
store/publications/a_guide_to_organizing_community_forums_jul02.pdf

Connors, N. (2017, Aug. 1). Hosting better forums discussions for online 
engagement. [Blog] Bangthetable. 
https://www.bangthetable.com/blog/hosting-better-forum-discussions-for-
online-engagement/
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