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I. Subject:   JOU 1100 (Basic Reporting) 

Topic:  Cracks in the System 

Grade:   College Level 

Time:  These lessons are designed to help beginning reporting students delve 

further into an issue to understand the players behind the scenes and the 

nuanced ramifications of larger topics so that one day they can do their 

own in-depth investigative environmental reporting and see the whole 

system behind an issue, rather than just one or two key players or simple 

news bites. The lessons covered here introduce students to urbanization vs. 

rural life while beginning to explore a few of the stresses caused by habitat 

destruction and overcrowding (both of human and animal habitats). 

 

II. Goal: Through these lessons, students will review the different reporting forms in Writing 

and Reporting News: A Coaching Method, 7
th

 edition by Carole Rich. They will read at a few 

seemingly disparate articles and begin to try to understand the complex idea of “systems 

thinking” from first a very personal perspective, then from that of a reporter sharing the news 

and finally an editorial columnist reflecting upon that news. They will also begin to work on 

understanding the difference two very distinct types of journalism: hard news reporting and 

editorial writing. 

  

III. Instructional Objectives: Students will: 

 

1. learn about the different reporting writing forms covered in Writing and 

Reporting News: A Coaching Method, 7
th

 edition by Carole Rich. Specials focus 

will be placed on the difference between reporting and writing editorial pieces. 

2. discover where to look up information about city projects and land trusts  

3. learn about development projects in two very different places: highly urbanized  

Miami and the rural land trust of Narrow Ridge in Tennessee 

4. learn about the people who live in both those places 

5. work in pairs to brainstorm ways in which present the news of these two distinct 

communities, and also the ways to write editorial pieces about these places 

6. during all discussions, students will practice the listening techniques in Chapter 

2 of Seeing Systems, Peace, Justice and Sustainability (they don’t have to read 

this, the professor will briefly explain the techniques) 

 

IV. Content Outline:  
 

1. What are some of the different reporting and journalism writing forms? Scan the 

textbook and know how to distinguish a news story from an editorial opinion 



piece, etc. AND from an advertorial or “native advertising” (an ad written as if 

it were a hard news story) 

2. Learn about development projects planned for Miami and Narrow Ridge 

3. Learn the story of the people who live in both of these communities 

4. Think of some environmental issue in both places that concerns you and write 

about that specific issue in pairs, with one student writing the reporting piece 

and the other the editorial commentary piece. It could be property rights, crime 

rates, water management issues, garbage disposal issues. Each pair will zoom in 

on one particular topic in these two communities, with no overlap between the 

pairs, then write about that issue, with the net class effect being a full 

investigative piece on Miami and Narrow Ridge.  

 

V. Instructional Strategies 

 

LESSON ONE 

 

Warm-up:   
The professor will briefly describe the techniques of effective listening described in 

Chapter 2 of Seeing Systems, Peace, Justice and Sustainability (five minutes) 

 

Activities: 

 

1. This is a mid-semester lesson series, so by now students should have familiarity with 

the writing techniques covered in Writing and Reporting News: A Coaching Method, 

7
th

 edition by Carole Rich. As the group reviews the differences between hard news 

reporting and editorial writing, one student will be the note taker and write the key 

differences on the classroom whiteboard. Be sure to cover the types of stories that 

journalists cover, from simple cops reports and business briefs to obituaries, multi-

sourced news stories, investigative pieces and editorials (five minutes) 

2. Students will then watch a video on one animal’s impact on the environment “How 

Wolves Change Rivers” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-Q  

(five minutes). 

3. In class writing: Students will have 20 minutes to write a brief reflective piece on the 

video they just saw. It can range from an analytical critique of the work to an 

emotional response to what they learned. (20 min) (Note grading rule at end of Step 

4, below) 

4. In pairs, students will read their classmate’s piece. Using the listening techniques 

described at the beginning of the class, discuss with your partner how you feel 

personally about the wolves video. Each person should be allowed one minute to 

express his or her ideas, with the other just listening. Express your feelings as a 

recipient of the news, NOT as a journalist. Did your partner’s response differ 

radically from yours. If so, just note that difference of perspectives and for now do 

not debate it or try to convince your partner that their outlook was wrong. Then re-

read your partner’s piece from a more analytic perspective, sharing with him/her who 

they might more effectively communicate in writing the ideas they expressed when 

you talked to each other (10 minutes) (this writing piece will NOT be turned in for a 

grade, but as the students discuss their observations, the professor will circle around 

the class and note in the gradebook a √ for a completed writing assignment or a X for 



nothing but an outline or bullet points. The prof will tell students this grading rule 

before Step 3 above.) 

5. Finally, the class as a whole will discuss the reporting techniques used in the wolves 

video. In reverse order of what occurred in the paired discussion in No. 4 above, in 

the first half of this group discussion, there should be NO personal/emotional 

responses for this group discussion. For starters, you are the journalists, not the 

audience listening to the news. First just start by looking at the reporting techniques 

used: How many voices were there in the video (number of reporters, number of 

people interviewed)? Was there an opposing view? Is this video hard news, 

documentary or commentary? Explain why. (5 minutes) Then, if time remains, flip 

the group observations to the emotional/gut feel about the piece. Write those 

observations on the board. 

6. The professor will then introduce the reading for the next class: “An Elephant 

Crackup,” asking students to take notes on five things about the article that most 

impress them. (one minute) 

 

Homework: 1. Read “An Elephant Crackup” 

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/10/08/magazine/08elephant.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1& 

2. Jot down five things that impress you about the article and be ready to discuss those 

points. 

  

LESSON TWO 

 

Warm-up:   
 

Following up on the homework assignment, one student will serve as note taker, putting 

two basic columns on the whiteboard: Form and Content. The whole class will share their 

impressions of the material covered in “An Elephant Crackup,” being sure to put the 

observations in the correct column, with “form” being reflections on the way in which the 

material was presented (the techniques the writer used, from writing style and number of 

people interviewed for the story to the variety of perspectives and any stats offered) and 

“content” being ideas that students learned on the level of psychology, environmental 

issues, social justice, etc. (10 minutes). Grapple with the classic art question of “Did form 

follow function?” in the telling of this story, or vice versa? Which should dictate in the 

presentation of a news story? Is it the same for a more artistic piece?  

 

1. The class will watch the seven-minute Narrow Ridge PBS video at 

http://www.narrowridge.org and the Freedom Tower videos at  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0hmDLbs7lkM (3 min) 

And https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KyjWu0vj5sg (6 min). Total of 16 min. 

2. In pairs, working with someone different from your partner in the previous class, 

discuss the strengths and weaknesses of each video presentation, both from a 

technical standpoint and in terms of content. What do you know about these two 

places from what you saw? What more would you like to know? Jot down your top 

observations and the main questions that weren’t answered in the videos that are 

important facts you need to know. Be prepared to share these with the class. (five 

minutes) 

3. A new notet aker will put comments from the class on the whiteboard. (five minutes) 

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/10/08/magazine/08elephant.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&
http://www.narrowridge.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0hmDLbs7lkM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KyjWu0vj5sg


4. In class, write a short reflective piece on a place of refuge to which you escape. Is it a 

room in your home or apt? A town you visited once? This is more of a creative 

writing assignment than a journalism piece, so think more about how you feel about 

this place and what meaning it has for you rather than how you would write a 

journalism piece about it. Bring this with you to the next class. (write for the 

remainder of the class time, 14 min. As students leave, they will show their paper to 

the prof and get credit for anything longer than 10 sentences, and partial or no credit 

for shorter work or bulleted items) 

 

Homework: 1. Think about your personal refuge, what makes it sacred to you and how 

you preserve that special place. Then read more about Narrow Ridge at their website 

http://www.narrowridge.org and the Freedom Tower (do a general Google search to learn 

more about the refugees who used its services). Write down five questions you have 

about the people who might consider these places their sacred refuges and about the ways 

they might be protecting these priceless places for future generations. 

2. Read about current discussion occurring concerning the future of the Freedom Tower 

at http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/community/miami-

dade/article68692567.html 

and also  

http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/fabiola-

santiago/article69329937.html 

One is a pre-meeting news story, the other an editorial. Think about the difference 

between the two in terms of both form and content. Then think about your personal 

opinion on the issue.  

 

LESSON THREE 

 

Warm-up:   
 

Two or three volunteers will read aloud their reflective piece on their refuge/sacred place 

that they wrote about in the previous class. There will be NO critiquing of these works, 

just silent respect for the honesty of the sharing experience. (five minutes) 

 

1. A note taker will write on the whiteboard the student comments on the two newspaper 

pieces read for homework about the recent discussion of the future of the Freedom 

Tower. The first five minutes of this discussion are on form and function, NO 

personal opinions. In the second five minutes, the commentary can branch into polite 

discussion of personal stances on the issue. (10 minutes) 

2. Pair up with someone that you have NOT worked with before and prepare to go 

“report” the news in Narrow Ridge. Assume that you are reporters preparing to attend 

a communitywide meeting in Narrow Ridge where the future of that refuge is to be 

decided. At that meeting will be Founder Bill Nickle, Director Mitzy Wood-Van 

Mizener and some prospective buyers who have deep pockets but want to tweak a 

few rules of the lease on which this land trust is based. If you don’t know what a land 

trust is or the nuances being a member of the Narrow Ridge community from your 

previous homework Googling efforts, work at a computer with your partner to find 

out more. Take notes and decide what your top journalism questions will be. (10 

minutes) 

http://www.narrowridge.org/
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/community/miami-dade/article68692567.html
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/community/miami-dade/article68692567.html
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/fabiola-santiago/article69329937.html
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/fabiola-santiago/article69329937.html


3. A note taker, who now serves as the newsroom’s investigative editor, writes on the 

white board all the pertinent questions the writing team (all the students) have before 

they go to the Narrow Ridge community meeting (10 minutes) 

 

Homework: 1. Go home and write an editorial on either the Freedom Tower issue or 

leasing land at Narrow Ridge. It should be typed, double-spaced and 500 words long. 

2. Start thinking about which specific area of this sacred place that you would like to 

delve into in more detail. In the next class, each student will commit to being the reporter 

to cover that issue. Is it fresh water issues in Narrow Ridge? Housing cost concerns for 

the Freedom Tower development? Transportation issues for either site? What will your 

contribution be to reporting this big story?  

 

VI. Assessment: Students will be graded as pairs on their ability to listen effectively in each of 

the paired activities throughout the week. As individuals, they will receive either credit or no 

credit for the short writing assignments completed in class. Finally, they will get a letter 

grade on the editorial. At semester’s end, they will get a letter grade on their portion of the 

investigative piece. 

 

VII. Materials:  

 

1. Writing and Reporting News: A Coaching Method, 7
th

 edition by Carole Rich  

2. “How Wolves Change Rivers” 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-QXX 

3. “An Elephant Crackup” 

http://www.nytimes.com/2006/10/08/magazine/08elephant.html?pagewanted=al

l&_r=1& 

4. Seven-minute Narrow Ridge PBS video at http://www.narrowridge.org 

And Freedom Tower videos at  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0hmDLbs7lkM (3 min) 

And https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KyjWu0vj5sg (6 min) 

         5. articles at http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/community/miami-

dade/article68692567.html 

and also  

http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/fabiola-

santiago/article69329937.html 

 

Additional reading that may help for writing the editorial: Crime stats from 

http://www.neighborhoodscout.com/fl/miami/crime/ 

and http://www.neighborhoodscout.com/tn/knoxville/ 

 

     

 

Miami Dade College General Education Outcomes: 

 

Outcome #1: Communicate effectively using listening, speaking, reading and writing 

skills 

Outcome #4:  Formulate strategies to locate, evaluate and apply information 

Outcome #5: Demonstrate knowledge of diverse cultures, including global and 

historical perspectives  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ysa5OBhXz-QXX
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/10/08/magazine/08elephant.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/10/08/magazine/08elephant.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&
http://www.narrowridge.org/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0hmDLbs7lkM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KyjWu0vj5sg
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/community/miami-dade/article68692567.html
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/community/miami-dade/article68692567.html
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/fabiola-santiago/article69329937.html
http://www.miamiherald.com/news/local/news-columns-blogs/fabiola-santiago/article69329937.html
http://www.neighborhoodscout.com/fl/miami/crime/
http://www.neighborhoodscout.com/tn/knoxville/


Outcome #10: Describe how natural systems function and recognize the impact of  

humans on the environment 

 

       JOU 1100 Course Competencies: 

Competency 1: The Student will demonstrate knowledge of the various forms of journalism 

writing by:  

 a. Identifying different writing styles 

 b. Relating those styles to the specific journalism intention of the piece they are writing 

(inform for news story vs. influence for editorial piece vs. marketing/ad writing, which is 

designed to influence consumer behavior) 

c. Recognizing the various techniques used to write in these styles (reporting by 

interviewing two or more sources, researching news articles for an editorial piece) 

 


