Testing the Ethics of News Stories

by Maxwell Mthembu, University of Swaziland. 

There seems to be a total disregard for ethics in the local media today, especially in print. The aim of this exercise is to enable students of journalism to understand what makes an article ethically incorrect, and not to commit similar mistakes when they enter the job market. Students should be in a position to analyse stories critically, as this would help them understand society better, as well as the "Do's and Don'ts" of journalism.

Materials:

· A number of newspapers cuttings from different publications (a maximum of five), some of which should be ethically incorrect

· A stop-watch

Method:

i) Students are divided into groups

ii) Each group should be given the same stories as the others

iii) Groups are given 15 minutes to read the stories and debate about the contents of each

iv) One of the newspaper cuttings in a group's story collection should be ethically incorrect

v) Groups discuss contents of the stories

vi) After the 15 minutes is up, each group gives a presentation on a story they believe is ethically wrong

Criteria:

Students need to assess the article's balance, impartiality, sources, tone, angle / approach (e.g. vendetta, muck-raking etc.)

Outcome:

Students are in a position to make the decisions based on their understanding of the society being covered by the articles they have assessed. At times there might be divergent views from the different groups, which makes for interesting debate.

