Anthropology/Sociology 344—Selling the news

Instructor:
Bill Grigsby

Date(s):
October 26 – 27
Location:
La Grande, EOU Campus, Ackerman 103
Contact:
204B Ackerman; 541 962-3591; bgrigsby@eou.edu
This is offered as a weekend DDE course

Course description: Examines the commercial and alternative news media, how political bias is expressed and news is filtered, how deceptive techniques are employed within and outside the news media, and what alternative, non-commercial sources are available and accessible.

The object of this course is to provide students with a framework for understanding corporate news media and its effect on political processes and public opinion.

This course fulfills Communications general education requirements (CO), as well as Social Sciences (SS) for old gen-ed. The gen-ed curriculum assumes that ‘every educated person should have some acquaintance with certain traditional areas of human knowledge and experience and be able to synthesize and contextualize this knowledge within their own lives.’ This course is an introduction to mass news media. Because so much of what people understand about problems and important issues in our society comes from the news they watch/read/listen to, news ‘media literacy’ is a critical skill for engaged, public citizens.

Course objectives
1. To become more aware of bias in commercial news media, and how to identify it.
2. To sharpen your 'media literacy.'
3. To expose students to some of the alternative news media outlets accessible on the web.
4. To better understand how news media bias affects politics and democracy.
Learning outcomes   Upon completing course students will demonstrate capacity to:

1. analyze media bias arguments and identify ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ viewpoints;

2. identify deceptive techniques of persuasion used in news stories;

3. explain how commercial news filters operate to censor some stories.

Means of assessment: A written assignment asking students to choose and analyze three different news outlets that represent different points on the political spectrum (50%); small group assignments in class designed to have students engaged in analyzing visual news media (25%); a short summary of readings assigned before class, addressing media bias and propaganda (25%). The course responds to gen-ed requirements as follows: ‘Be able to communicate effectively by means of active listening, public speaking, collaborating, analytical reading’: Students will respond to video news clips in small groups and be asked to critically analyze and present their conclusions. ‘Be able to adjust presentations according to subject, occasion, audience, and purpose’: Students will be analyzing communications media and how they tailor programming, graphics and news content to audience; the post-class assignment asks students to analyze three different news outlets (across the political spectrum) and compare and contrast content, censorship, advertising and production techniques, drawing conclusions about observed differences.

Requirements
You’ll need to gain access to the following texts:
· Project Censored. 2007. Censored 2008: The Top 25 Censored Stories of 2006-07. Peter Phillips and Project Censored (eds). New York: Seven Stories Press. 

· Richard Paul and Linda Elder. 2004. The thinker’s guide to fallacies: The art of mental trickery and manipulation. Dillon Beach, CA: Foundation for Critical Thinking.

Class format

The class will be a combination of lecture, small group discussion, video, and presentation.  

I do encourage you to take notes in class. They will be quite useful as you sit down to complete your post-weekend assignment.

Grading procedures, assignments

	assignment
	description
	Due
	points

	Small group work
	Participating in class discussions
	
	50

	Spin journal
	Use the Fallacies handbook and other resources to identify techniques of deception and manipulation in news stories
	Nov 26 
	100

	Summary of readings
	Write a 3-4 page analysis of the Censored readings, summarizing AND analyzing what you got out of them. Due in class, Saturday.
	October  27
	50

	
	totals
	
	200


Grading scale

 I will grade on a straight percentage:   

	90-100%
	A

	80-89%
	B

	70-79%
	C

	60-69%
	D

	Below 60%
	F


Assignment descriptions

Analysis of readings from Project Censored
I’ll ask you to write a 3-4 page summary and analysis of the readings I’ve assigned you from the Project Censored Book. I do not want a repetition of the stories censored in the book. Here’s what I expect:

1. Which of the censored stories do you consider most important, and why?

2. Why do you think these stories have been censored (there are articles in the book that will help you work through this question)? Be specific on this one—what kinds of factors might lead news outlets to not carry a story (is it the quality of the story, the powers that might be affected by it, a lack of interest among readership/viewers, etc.). I’ll look to see if you’re using some of the later chapters in the book to help you with this analysis.

3. Has reading this book changed your views on the news? If so, how? If not, why not? Either way, I would like to see a pretty well thought-out explanation. I’d also like to know where you might agree/disagree with authors, and why.

To do this assignment, you’ll need to read the following excerpts from Project Censored:

Any ten of the top 25 censored stories of 2006-07. Also read chapters 4, 6, 7, 8, 11.

This assignment is worth 50 points, and is due on Saturday, October 27, the second day of class.

Spin journal

You will cover two news stories, choosing 3 news articles covering each story (if you want, you can choose two aspects of the same story—for instance, Hurricane Katrina and the government’s response, or the environmental effects, or the vulnerability of poor blacks in the South, etc.). You'll be looking for evidence of political bias, and of the use of deceptive techniques, either by the news media outlet or by newsmakers. The book The Thinker’s Guide to Fallacies is your guide—you’ll need to read through it carefully, probably more than once, to help you identify and describe the techniques of manipulation covered by the authors. This assignment will be easier for you if you pick stories where there are some pretty clear differences of political opinion. We’ll discuss this more in class so you’ll be prepared before you’re out the door on Saturday.
Spin—the manipulation of language, used to defend one’s views, attack others’ move public opinion, etc.—is but one of many techniques used to try to influence. For instance, is the war in Iraq about freedom and democracy? Or death and destruction? Do the enemies of the U.S. really hate our freedoms? Or do they have contempt for U.S. foreign policy? Are critics of the war really aiding and abetting al Qaida? How? Is a person who supports a woman’s reproductive rights pro-choice, pro-abortion, or anti-life? Are those who oppose abortion pro-life, or anti-choice? Is the republican party really the party of moral values? Are the democrats really waging political war against people of faith? Does this make democrats degenerate heathens? There are many techniques of deception, and part of what I’ll be looking for is to see if you can tell one from another. 

Deception could come from individuals quoted in an article, it could be the spin of the media outlet or the author of the story, or the author might take an entirely uncritical view of quotes or statements in the story (reporting newsmakers’ spin as straight news). Even the headline of an article can be spun—so watch for spin, deception and propaganda in different places.

Some basic rules:

· Limit your choice of news stories to the same topic. In other words, choose three articles that cover the same story in the week you’re examining.  

· Among the three stories you choose:
· Avoid editorial articles—focus on news stories—they’ll be easier to compare (though editorials might help you with your analysis). Now it may be true that some news is editorialized, but you should be able to tell the difference between an article that is reporting, versus one that is strictly editorializing. 

· No more than one newswire story (e.g., Reuters, Associated Press). Media outlets subscribe to newswires and can use their stories in their own papers/websites. That means that they may reflect more the newswire than the outlet, and you may not find variation from one site/paper to the next. It also means that the same AP or Reuters or Cox story covered by two outlets is going to read pretty much the same. So part of this assignment requires you be able to identify a newswire story.
Choosing the media sources:

I want you to choose your articles from three groups of media outlets (in other words, for each story, choose one source from each group):

· Right-leaning: FoxNews, WorldNet Daily, New York Post, Washington Times
· Center: Christian Science Monitor, USA Today, New York Times
· Left-leaning: Common Dreams (news stories in the left column), Truthout (news in left column), or Project Censored (you’ll see the news articles section if you scroll down the home page)

· You may need to subscribe online to some of these, but it’s free and easy.

If you prefer, you can watch TV and do this assignment. I would like you to choose from the following groups:

· Cable networks: Fox News, MSNBC, CNN (watch the prime news hour, with Britt Hume, Keith Olberman, or Anderson Cooper)

· Regular networks: ABC, NBC, CBS (make sure you watch the national news, not the local affiliate news)

· Public: PBS (the Lehrer News Hour)

Resources:
You should use additional resources to help you complete this assignment. The Fallacies handbook gives you examples of deception in action. However, there are many places online that may help you think through this assignment. One is in the Washington Post. Howard Kurtz (you can find him on the politics page) writes about how other papers are covering news stories. So does Dan Froomkin (same paper, same politics page). Slate.com does the same thing, called Today’s papers, and you can subscribe to that and receive it as a daily email. In addition, there are many ‘weblogs,’ or ‘blogs,’ whose owners analyze the day’s news. You can find a very partial list at www.eou.edu/socmedia/news.htm#blogs. The blogs will give you many ideas about various angles taken in stories. Also, there are many media 'watchdog' sites, such as, spinsanity, FAIR, media matters, mediachannel.org, media matters, Center for American Progress, Public Citizen, mediawatch, AIM, NewsMax, etc. Then there are ‘resource’ sites, like sourcewatch, mediatransparency.org, and open secrets, where you can look up individuals, organizations, people used as experts on TV and in print, etc. Watchdog sites could have their own biases, so be careful—this is one of the more effective means of using 3rd parties—as supposed impartial arbiters of other media (sourcewatch is very good on this).
It's your job to figure out which sites are conservative or liberal, which points of view represent conservative or liberal stances, and you might have to do some homework to do this (some of the above sites should help). Also, you can get lots of resources from the news page from the socmedia website (pay special note to the ‘tools’ section).
So, by the end of the assignment, you should have basically 2 reports, each covering news stories from different sources. You can send the first one to me for feedback if you like (as an email attachment). Each reporting of the three stories should be at least three pages long, double-spaced, and incorporate the following (i.e., Evaluation of your spin journal will be based on):
· Choice—your choice of articles is important. You'll probably want to find three sources that report on the same event or issue, but in quite different ways. This should help you identify deceptive techniques that might vary, for instance from a commercial to a non-profit or public site, and also shows that you understand that different outlets/authors 'spin' in different ways. 

· Discussion—you need to exhibit some insight. What did you learn? Where is this story likely to go from here (i.e., how do you think the press will report it? Will it die? Become front page? Why?). Start with a brief summary, and move into analysis of the articles, the points made, sources, media outlets, and use what we’ve learned in class, and the Fallacies handbook to identify techniques of deception being used, and to try to explain the differences between different outlets’ coverage of a story. This is where choice of outlets is key.

· Documentation—who's the author, what's the headline (headlines are important for analysis, too), location (front page, home page, buried in the paper or the website, etc.), length (if you copy and paste into word, you can go to the 'tools' menu and do a word count), what sources are used (are they identified, who are the individuals, are they experts, do they work for think tanks, industry, academe, etc.). Then you may want to check out a source on Google, or sourcewatch, to see if it is the expert sold to the news audience as unbiased. Also—you need to use your articles—don’t make statements without supporting them with evidence or quotes from your articles. You must show me you read them, absorbed them, analyzed the differences, and can point them out in a logical fashion that exhibits what you’ve learned from the Fallacies book and the class. 

· Detective work—I want to see that you have done some research on the topic, on sources quoted in the article, organizations mentioned in the article, the author, etc. Then you may want to check out a source on Google, or sourcewatch (an excellent source), or Media Transparency, to see if any of the principals in the article have any ideological baggage, unbeknownst to the audience. For each story, I would also like you to check out a minimum of two news blogs—one from each side of the political spectrum.

· Following the 'rules'—I expect that you'll follow the structure I've laid out for this. You can’t do this assignment well in less than three pages, double-spaced. 
· Insight you’ve gleaned—I would like your last paragraph to be a discussion of the insight you’ve gained from doing this assignment. If you enjoyed it great, hated it, I’m sorry, but I want to know what you got out of it.

How points are assigned:

· 20 points for following the ‘rules’ laid out;
· 20 points for documenting the articles you used (APA is fine, or the style I use above—include the exact URL for online stories);
· 50 points for discussion—summary and analysis;
· 10 points for your choice of articles.
This assignment will be due November 26. I will set up a Blackboard shell to receive papers.
Class topics to be covered:

Is there bias in commercial media coverage?

What pressures exist that filter the news we receive?

What kinds of techniques of persuasion and deception are used?

How does advertising and propaganda fit in?

	Videos we’ll watch (many are excerpts)
Outfoxed

Weapons of Mass Deception/War is sell
Ground Truth
The Persuaders

The Corporation 

Manufacturing Consent 

Ad and the Ego
	Some web resources:

You might want to check out a couple of sites from my Soc 345 course:

http://www2.eou.edu/~socmedia/news.htm
http://www2.eou.edu/~socmedia/lecture/main07.htm



What is media literacy, and alternative news?

Class schedule (tentative)
Friday night:

· 7 – 7:50: introductions, road map, forms of mass media, news media, and bias
· 8 – 8:30: liberal and conservative viewpoints—a brief summary (role of business, government)

· discussion: what would conservative/liberal bias look like? 

· 8:30 – 10:00: Outfoxed—watch and discuss

· Corporate bias (ownership—overhead, discussion)—The Corporation

Saturday:

· 9 – 10:30: Censorship (Discuss the book, news filters); watch Fox video clips, Wilson and Akre from The Corporation; WTC Building no. 7; Unprecedented
· 10:45 – noon: Corporate bias—what would a ‘liberal media’ look like? (Manufacturing Consent) 

· 1:00 – 2:30: Techniques of deception: Wurlitzer, Astroturf, 3rd party technique, (The Corporation, the Persuaders); Spin, Imagery and propaganda, smear (ad hominem), talking points and ‘message discipline,’ 

· 2: 45 – 4:00: Propaganda, persuasion (Ad and the Ego, Weapons of mass deception, Ground Truth, War Tapes)

· 4:10 – 4:45: Alternative media
· 4:45 – 5:00: Description of assignment (spin journal)

Minuses will be given for the bottom third (0-3) of each range; pluses for the top third (7-9). I will also use pluses and minuses positively if I feel that one's grade did not reflect his/her effort; I will not use them to reduce a grade.


Unless I’ve made a mathematical error, all grades are final.
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