Sourcing tool teaches journalism students to include wide range of perspectives
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Inclusive coverage is essential to accurate, ethical journalism, but it is a difficult value to teach. Difficulties include demonstrating its relevance, showing its application, and the “diversity fatigue” of talking about inclusion.  Our required reporting class has developed and refined a solution over three semesters and across several course sections.

Students log key demographics about their sources after each interview and periodically compare data visualizations of their sourcing to Census and election data for the communities they cover.

Students can see, in real time, how they are reflecting their communities, and talk about whether they should change.

--

Students begin by looking up the demographic data for their communities and making charts. Then, after interviews, when noting names and contact information so editors may double-check stories, they gather some key demographics: age (by decade), ethnicity or race, gender and political lean. The student reporters explain that this is to check on our reporting and to make sure we are giving every perspective a fair chance at representation. Sources generally want that.

Students enter the data through a Google Forms app we developed. The app displays the script and questions. We have refined the form as we learned. For example, we expanded or eliminated categories and revised questions in response to source reactions and students’ comfort in asking certain questions. We renamed race/ethnicity, split political independents from undecideds and added moderates. Students can enter the source’s data on the app themselves or hand their phone to sources to directly enter their own data, allowing for anonymity and accuracy. Data is automatically submitted to a Google Form, which immediately populates an Excel spreadsheet. We import this into Flourish Studio to make real-time visualizations of our sourcing. 

Students see how their reporting reflects the community. We discuss if there is a lack of correlation, whether cthat matters, why certain results happened, whether we are missing something important and how to improve. Students note variables such as the makeup of the class, their mobility or accessibility to sources, and the nature of the news they are covering. They also note anomalies, such as when a protest by Native American environmentalists and  a gay-rights rally skewed results. Students can see in real time how inclusion, or the lack of it, affects news reports.

Questions that seemed irrelevant and difficult, such as how a source leans politically, now have more meaning. For instance, when people accuse the media of ignoring a political view or an ethnicity, we can check that assertion and rebalance. Students have gained a greater appreciation for asking these few demographic questions and want to submit complete data. Students get better at asking questions that once seemed awkward because they now see the application. 

Throughout the course, we teach on identity, demographics, the meaning of diversity, implicit bias, interviewing across cultures, news judgment, Excel and data analysis. This background is essential to making the source logging work. In the spring of 2020, students across three undergraduate sections and one graduate section compiled data on 700 interviews.

[image: ]Students wrote reflections and answered pre-test and post-test surveys.  And, we included a control group. Thus, we have qualitative and quantitative data about what students are learning. While it is very important to us to know and reflect our communities, our first job is teaching. The ultimate goal is not to have sourcing charts that correlate with demographics, but to train journalists to think in new ways. That is happening. Students helped design the process and they made a video showing their activity and reflections. They expressed in their own words that this project is an effective idea for teaching. These are some of their reflections (April 2020):

“Logging sources definitely changed the way I reported and has made me feel more confident interviewing people in the future. I noticed that when I interviewed different people who weren’t all the same age, race or gender as me I felt a little uncomfortable at first, but throughout the semester I began to feel more confident approaching anyone.”
 
“It taught me to be more aware of my sources as a reporter. I realized the significance of having people with different backgrounds in your story and how it connects to the credibility of the story and you as a reporter.”
 
“First off, I want to say how amazing this experience has been. Like many others said in the class I started looking for the right person to portray our community rather than the easiest person. One of the biggest things I learned is the communities of people that are not the majority love when their voice is heard.”

“I think what I learned most from doing the sourcing project in JRN 300 was that diversity does not mean just race. When looking at the sources I tracked, I tried to get diversity in age and occupation.”
 
‘The source logging changed the way I reported this semester. It gave me an open eye to look for various types of people. I would be able to see that one group was being over-covered as opposed to the rest when it was avoidable. Logging helped me keep the conscious effort to keep an eye on this”.
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