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English Language Arts teachers who distribute newspapers for focus-free reading do not use journalism in their classrooms. ELA teachers who bring in working reporters and editors to explain careers in the media do not use journalism in their classrooms. ELA teachers who talk about current events as they relate to a recently assigned novel, short story or poem do not use journalism in their classroom. ELA teachers who help students create a school newspaper through Adobe PageMaker use journalism in their classrooms, but not as well as they could. The inclination to use a concept solely in the context we know overrides the ability to see a concept’s educational value. This explains how these standard models ignore the value of using journalism as a teaching tool.


Perhaps this juncture in my career places me in the unique position for insight on this topic. As a pre-service teacher, I have more time to ponder educational theory than most working teachers. The added pressures of grading, preparing, lecturing, listening and any gerund-form that contributes to meeting the myriad demands of students, parents and administrators overtax teachers and often preclude them from searching for new methods. When such pressures mount, teachers justifiably rely on the methods they’ve always used. You may wonder why I am arrogant enough to presume I have a better way than teachers who have already traversed the path I’ve not even set foot on. As a working journalist for a dozen years, I have seen or done most media jobs. I know the skills those jobs require and the lessons those jobs teach. After two years studying educational theories and practices, I have a keen sense of where those skills and lessons overlap with pedagogy. Similarly, my years as a media producer left me so dissatisfied that I see journalism with a critical eye a media consumer simply could not have. Trading my profitable career in newspapers for the hope of landing a teaching job forced me to bring that critical vision into schools. My observations revealed limitless places where the skills I honed as a journalist could serve as teaching tools for my future students. Better yet, these skills align perfectly with the New York State standards most teachers spend all year finding methods to illuminate. Look at the common thread in the standards. The state wants students who can “read, write, listen and speak” in four rhetorical situations. Those verbs provide the most succinct definition for what a journalist does, regardless of medium or topic. If those skills comprise a journalists’ job, wouldn’t teaching journalistic skills serve English teachers who seek an authentic method to teach the standards? You might be muttering, “How does this work in the classroom?”


Let’s take Standard 1, which wants to students to employ the above four verbs “for information, and understanding” to “collect data, facts, and ideas, discover relationships, concepts, and generalizations; and use knowledge from oral, written and electronically produced texts.” The state expects students to use this knowledge to “acquire, interpret, apply, and transmit information.” Essentially, the state wants students to learn about inquiry. Here’s how teaching journalism could achieve that goal. Start students with reading periodicals of different genre. Have them analyze critically the similarities and differences of form from a cops and courts story in the New York Daily News to an Op-ed piece in the New York Times to a profile in People Magazine to a scene-setter in Sports Illustrated to a letter to the editor in a local weekly paper. Ensure students pay less attention to topic than the rhetorical effects of each example, their strengths and weaknesses, how they make meaning and what limits those forms. At the very least, this will improve students’ active reading skills and make them more alert to choices made by writers, editors and publications. This will also provide secondary sources for “data, facts, and ideas” and allow them to “discover relationships, concepts, and generalizations.” Of course, teachers should discuss how journalists acquire data by primary sources and show students how to find that information themselves. Then have the students make similar analyses after listening to broadcasts from NPR, WABC-770, 1010 WINS, “Imus in the Morning” on WFAN-660 and any FM morning show. Then, have students analyze the rhetoric of CNN, FoxNews, CBS Nightly News, MSNBC and News12 Long Island. Then, either design a WebQuest or have students criticize news values on the Drudgereport.com, Slate.com, and Salon.com. This breadth of genres will leave students with a strong sense of critical analysis, the ability to decipher media and, therefore, think independently. Once they learn how to sift through various, biased outlets to find news, assign them to write an article of media criticism about an issue of their choice, a news story about that issue from a particular bias (with a one-paragraph accompanying the news story identifying the bias) and a second news story without any bias. This models publishable writing while allowing students to demonstrate three examples of their ability to “acquire, interpret, apply, and transmit information.”


Standard 2 asks students to develop “an understanding of the diverse social, historical, and cultural dimensions the text and performances represent.” Journalism provides unlimited opportunities toward this goal: tell students to interview people of different backgrounds; tell students to review performances in genres they’ve never seen; tell students to write articles with historical retrospectives on issues that still divide.


Standard 3 seeks “critical analysis and evaluation,” which is the role a columnist plays at a newspaper. The state wants students to “analyze experiences, ideas, information, and issues presented by others using a variety or established criteria. As speakers and writers, they will present, in oral and written language and form a variety of perspectives, their opinions and judgments on experiences, ideas, information and issues.” A teacher who assigns her students to take their work from Standard 1 and tells them to write an article incorporating their findings with their own “opinions and judgments on experiences, ideas, information and issues” will not only achieve the goals of Standard 3, that teacher will empower students to be writers with real voices. If not that, what should we be doing in our classrooms?


Standard 4 allows for less concrete connection to journalism when it seeks using the four key verbs (“read, write, listen and speak”) for “social interaction.” This is the very purpose of publishing or broadcasting: to communicate ideas to mass audiences. This section demands students be able to “use oral and written language for effective social communication with a wide range of people.” Assigning students to interview people within and without their community will achieve half of this purpose. Having them turn such interviews into convincing prose will achieve the other half. 

If you’re still wondering how to incorporate this into your pedagogy, I suggest you go to geocities.com/henry4part1, a WebQuest I designed with these tenets in mind. If you still feel unprepared to help students find resources for reporting and news values, I recommend Mitchell Stephens’ History of the News or contacting any local journalist or professor of communications, journalism or media. Ultimately, teachers will find the best results when they tell their students why they should “read, write, listen and speak” like journalists. Most teachers explain their methods by saying “You’ll need to know this for the Regents” and end the explanation. That’s only part of the reason. Students will need to know this to do well on the Regents and in a society that uses auditory, oral, print and visual literacy to define power. Teaching students to “read, write, listen and speak” means teaching them to own their citizenship. Do not interpret this to mean I envision a classroom as a collection of budding journalists. Rather, I believe teaching students to produce media in the classroom ensures they will be equipped to consume media outside it.

