SOUTH CAROLINA STUDIES

      Unit 5; Day 4
THEME = RESOURCES OF THE COASTAL PLAIN                ENGLISH AND LANGUAGE ARTS

LESSON TITLE: Detecting Bias in Public Relations Writing
OBJECTIVES: Students will be able to recognize bias in editorial writings in public relations pamphlets. 
PRIMARY STANDARDS ADDRESSED: Language Arts 8th – R1.15; R2.10 
PRIOR SKILLS REQUIRED: ability to recognize bias in writing
TEACHER BACKGROUND INFO: What Mining Means to Americans (National Mining Association);
 
Dirty Metals; Mining, Communities and the Environment (Earthworks & Oxfam America); The

Simon and Schuster Handbook for Writers, by Troyka and Hesse, chs 32, 33, as a teacher

resource for directing research. 
LOGISTICS: 1 @ 50-minute class – reading, seatwork, and teacher-led discussion
MATERIALS:  copies of two booklets, What Mining Means to Americans (National Mining Association); 


Dirty Metals; Mining, Communities and the Environment (Earthworks & Oxfam America)
PROCEDURES:

   1. Tell students they will be reading excerpts from two publications about mining and then answering some questions on the Student Work Sheet.  Hand out a photocopied article, (pg. 6, 7 from What Mining Means to Americans) to half of the students in the class and another photocopied article (pg. 27, 28 from Dirty Metals) to the other half.  Do not tell the students the source of the articles.
   2. Have students read their assigned article carefully and answer the questions on the Student Work Sheet.  
   3. Review student answers by a show of hands and determine whether there is any correlation between the opinion generated and the article read.  Ask students to explain why they answered the way they did. 

   4. Have students switch articles so that each student is now reading and receiving a different perspective.  Ask students to answer the questions on the Student Work Sheet a second time.

   5. Review student answers again by a show of hands and determine how many students switched their answer after reading the second article.  Discuss reasons why students may have changed their opinion.

   6. [optional] Show students the cover of each publication (or pass out copies so students can see them close up).  Ask students to give their opinion about what impression each publication is trying to give and whether that organization has an agenda it is trying to push.  Give students the opportunity to browse other articles in each publication to determine if the ‘spin’ or theme is consistent throughout the publication.
   7. [optional] Ask each student to write a 150 word essay on that same theme that they think is “fair and balanced”.  Share these essays by posting some on a bulletin board or tape on a wall, or post on the class website.
SAMPLE CULMINATING ASSESSMENT:   
Present students with a short sample of biased writing and ask them 1) to point out some of the biased words and ideas and 2) to rewrite the passage in more neutral terms. An example passage of biased writing follows:

 “Mining produces nothing but good for societies.  A few people might argue that mining has an environmental cost due to environmental damage, but this is foolish; even if there is a small environmental cost, which isn’t proven, it’s worth paying to get all the benefits mining brings.  Mining is what keeps America great!”
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   STUDENT  WORK  SHEET

LESSON TITLE: Detecting Bias in Public Relations Writing
a.  Answer the following questions based upon your reading of the mining article.  Circle the word ‘AGREE’ or the word ‘DISAGREE’ to register your opinion and then write a sentence explaining your answer.

1.  Mining of metals generates economic prosperity throughout the nation.       AGREE       DISAGRE

2.  Mine workers generally have a high standard of living and lots of income.  AGREE       DISAGREE

3.  In general, the more minerals produced by a society the higher its               AGREE       DISAGREE

  members’ standard of living.


4.  Progress is closely linked to mineral exploration and extraction.                 AGREE       DISAGREE


5.  Everybody from mine workers to children benefit in a society when          AGREE        DISAGREE

     more minerals are produced.

6.  Future prosperity depends on increased mineral exploration.                      AGREE       DISAGREE

7.  Common sense tells us that we should increase our efforts to                    AGREE        DISAGREE

     discover new deposits of minerals.
8.  Mineral production is a path to wealth for developing nations.                 AGREE        DISAGREE
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TEACHER  ANSWER  KEY
LESSON TITLE: Detecting Bias in Public Relations Writing
1. Tell students they will be reading excerpts from two publications about mining and then answering some questions on the Student Work Sheet.  Hand out a photocopied article, (pg. 6, 7 from What Mining Means to Americans) to half of the students in the class and another photocopied article (pg. 27, 28 from Dirty Metals) to the other half.  Do not tell the students the source of the articles.

    Do not let the students know at this point that both publications are biased.  Present the handouts as an activity in reading comprehension for which they should register and support their opinions on the Student Work Sheet.

2. Have students read their assigned article carefully and answer the questions on the Student Work Sheet.

    Answers may vary.  In most classrooms, students reading the National Mining Association booklet will agree with most of the statements posed on the Work Sheet and students reading the Earthworks/Oxfam publication will disagree.

3. Review student answers by a show of hands and determine whether there is any correlation between the opinion generated and the article read.  Ask students to explain why they answered the way they did.

    Results may vary, but unless students have first hand experience with mining issues, they probably will record opinions that reflect what they just read.

4. Have students switch articles so that each student is now reading and receiving a different perspective.  Ask students to answer the questions on the Student Work Sheet a second time.

    Answers may vary.  Some students will want to change their answers and reasons; others won’t.  But it is a good chance for students to realize that their first impressions aren’t always correct, or held by everyone else.

5. Review student answers again by a show of hands and determine how many students switched their answer after reading the second article.  Discuss reasons why students may have changed their opinion.

    Results may vary.  You may want to point out that on almost every topic, a reader can find divergent opinions and can find sources to back up their own particular opinion on an issue. 

6. [optional] Show students the cover of each publication (or pass out copies so students can see them close up).  Ask students to give their opinion about what impression each publication is trying to give and whether that organization has an agenda it is trying to push.  Give students the opportunity to browse other articles in each publication to determine if the ‘spin’ or theme is consistent throughout the publication.

    Students should recognize the diametrically opposed imagery on the two covers.  Point out that not just words, but pictures can be used to push a particular point of view or ideology.  You may wish to ask students how much of what they read is factual and how much is actually opinion.  This is a good opportunity to point out the difference between editorial articles and news articles in a newspaper or website.
7. [optional] Ask each student to write a 150 word essay on that same theme that they think is “fair and balanced”.  Share these essays by posting some on a bulletin board or tape on a wall, or post on the class website.

    Having been exposed to the two extremes of the spectrum regarding mining of metals, students should be able to ‘split the difference’ and write an essay that recognizes both the plusses and minuses of mining on a nation’s economy.
SAMPLE CULMINATING ASSESSMENT:   

Present students with a short sample of biased writing and ask them 1) to point out some of the biased words and ideas and 2) to rewrite the passage in more neutral terms. An example passage of biased writing follows:

 “Mining produces nothing but good for societies.  A few people might argue that mining has an environmental cost due to environmental damage, but this is foolish; even if there is a small environmental cost, which isn’t proven, it’s worth paying to get all the benefits mining brings.  Mining is what keeps America great!”

   Answers will vary, but students might point out the following as examples of biased words and ideas:

“Mining produces nothing but good . . . .”

“A few people might argue . . . .”

“ . . . this is foolish . . . .”

   Students might also point out the ‘flag-waving’ at the end of the passage as a distraction and an argumentative flaw.  A more neutral revision of the passage follows: 
   
“Mining produces many benefits for societies, but some people, focusing on the environmental impact of mining, question whether the benefits are worth the environmental costs.”
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ADDITIONAL BACKGROUND RESOURCES

LESSON TITLE: Detecting Bias in Public Relations Writing.

You may wish to present the following information about detecting bias in written and spoken language to your students, either in full or in part.  This was written by April Childress, English teacher at Greenville Technical College.

Detecting bias in writing and speaking

While as an audience, it is important to read and listen for meaning, we will miss some important points if we pay attention only to the words and their definitions to determine meaning.  To appreciate fully what a writer or speaker is saying, we have to become active readers and listeners.  

One step along the way to doing this is to consider tone.  Tone is what we call someone’s attitude towards his or her subject.  

Let’s consider an example:  Timothy wants to borrow his brother’s soccer ball.  His brother’s reply to the request is this:  “It will be a cool day in August before you can borrow my ball!”  Now.  The words themselves seem to indicate that Timothy has a chance at borrowing the ball.  All he has to do is wait for that cool day in August.  (Of course, August days are rarely cool, so we know Timothy is in for a long wait!)  

But let’s LISTEN to what the brother really said:  “It will be a cool day in August before you can borrow MY ball!”  The emphasis on MY tells us that the brother’s attitude towards his ball is selfish, and that Timothy is highly unlikely ever to be able to borrow it.  His tone is ironic.  While he seems to be making a promise, he’s creating a situation that’s unlikely to come true.

Tone is described with adjectives—happy, sad, sarcastic, formal, informal—and it’s important when we are reading or listening or doing research.  Knowing someone’s tone lets us know what attitude he or she might be taking towards the topic in question.

We also need to evaluate what we are seeing or hearing to find out if we are getting trustworthy information.  Is the person providing the information unbiased towards the topic, or is the person trying to influence our point of view?

Everyone has a bias—we’re only human!  We all have opinions.  But there are times we should express those opinions, and other times when we should not.  We certainly want to know if someone is trying to influence us, trying to change our point of view.  We may decide to agree, or change our minds—but we want to be able to detect bias when it appears and make a clear judgment about the topic.
Here are some ways to detect bias.

· If we can detect words that are full of hatred or dislike of individuals, we have found bias:  “Mayor Harrison is a complete moron—he is so stupid that his dog has to read him his newspaper!”  Is the person who says this going to present ideas that are accurate or fair?  (Probably not!  The emotional language has compromised the trustworthiness of the speaker.)

· Sometimes bias or prejudice is shown indirectly rather than outright.  For example, if a writer says this, we can identify a subtle bias:  “Women are so good at homemaking, they aren’t good supervisors.”  This appears to be a compliment about women’s homemaking abilities, but it shows a bias against women’s professional abilities outside the home.

· We also want to keep fact and opinion straight.  Some writers and speakers will try to blur the difference and mislead us.  Facts can be verified by research, experiments, or observation.  Opinions are statements of personal beliefs, and they can be debated.

· Also, we should consider the source of the opinion.  Some people have more valid opinions than others, depending on the subject.  If a scientist who has written several books on earthquakes predicts that another one is coming to California, we should probably listen carefully and heed that opinion.   But if a Hollywood movie star who has appeared in movies about earthquakes makes the same prediction, we wouldn’t take it so seriously—this star hasn’t got the same credentials, doesn’t carry the same trust on the subject as the scientist does.
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