
JRN 101B/ 103G:  News Literacy/ FALL2010  
News on the Internet Recitation 
_____________________________________________________      
 
Objective:  Reinforce lessons about the impacts of the ubiquitous web on News and on 
News Consumers. This recitation can also prime students for the final lecture, in which 
we explore the new responsibilities consumers have in the Digital Age, when they are 
publishers as well as consumers. We offer several exercises, anticipating you will pick 
and choose based on your judgment of what your class needs. 
 
I. Carr and Pinker: Discussing the reading from “The Shallows” 

(Instructor - Tally the answers as you go) 
Ask: 

 Prior to reading this, did you think technologies make us stupider?  
 As you read “The Shallows”, were you agreeing or arguing? 
 Did reading that chapter change your opinion at all? 
 Did Pinker change your mind? 

Instructor reflects on any interesting trends in the tallies. 
 What risk, if any, are these technologies to the News Consumer’s search 

for reliable information? 
 How is that different from earlier technologies? 
 If you strongly disagreed with one or the other positions in this debate 

over “The Shallows”:Where would you go to resolve your disagreement 
with that stance? 

 Knowing what you do about cognitive dissonance, how would you search 
for answers that are reliable as opposed to answers that support your 
existing beliefs? 

 
II. “Social Media” Exercise: 

Ask students if they ever:  forward an email, post a link on their personal blog, 
“like” a news story posted to Facebook , follow or retweet a Twitter feed, +1, 
stumbleupon, digg, etc.  

 Do you perceive information differently depending on where it comes 
from? 

 Does it affect your judgment of the reliability of information if you see that 
the story is highly rated (by users), well “liked” or if a lot of people “digg 
it”? 

Ask:   
 If you share, repost, or email information that is hurtful or false, what is 

your responsibility?  
 Ask yourself:  should you hold yourself to a higher standard than the 

person who created or first posted the harmful material?  

◦ Consider potential harm :  i.e. the video of Tyler Clementi, the Rutgers 
student, who killed himself after his roommate set up a web-cam to 



“catch” Clementi kissing another student; the video was widely 
shared among Clementi's peers, who socially tormented him.  

Wrap up with student suggestions about best practices for news information that 
is shared online, knowing what we now know about the core values and practices 
of journalism (VIA).  

 
III. “Medium is the Message” exercise (proposed by Jack Millrod, amended by 

Michael Restivo) 
It may be helpful or entertaining to show one or both of these videos first: 

 A warm and fuzzy rendering of Marshall McLuhan, Famous Canadian 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RtycdRBAbXk  

 The “Annie Hall” scene in which Woody Allen wins an argument with a 
film professor by dragging Marshall McLuhan into the frame to settle a 
point about McLuhan 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OpIYz8tfGjY&feature=related  

The exercise begins with writing: “The medium is the message” on the blackboard 
in large letters and asking the class who said it and what that means. (See this 
week's “background pack” for an explanation.) Then, tell the student the purpose 
of the exercise: 

 Together, we have explored print -- newspapers and magazines -- and, 
more recently, TV and the power of images. And we're about to take a 
much closer look at the internet as a news medium.  

Students are to sort themselves into three groups of news consumers, each 
representing a different medium:  print, TV/radio, internet 

 How many of you get your news from newspapers or magazines, even 
occasionally? (bring those students forward to one corner of the room). 

 How many among the rest of you would say TV and radio are your 
primary sources of news? (bring those students forward to the other 
corner of the room). 

If you're still sitting down, welcome to the Internet news team.Now, depending on 
how close to a third of the class each of these groups represent, you might 
volunteer some of the others to fill out each of the first two groups. 

 You each have 15 minutes to huddle in the classroom or one of the 
hallways to come up with the top 5 advantages your medium gives news 
consumers and then 5 drawbacks of each of the other two mediums.  

 Also, be prepared to discuss if and how your medium skews the news. Pick 
a leader and someone to take notes and use your time effectively. It starts 
now! 

Bring them back in and have the leader and note-taker come to the front of the 
class to present. After each does, let a representative of each of the other two 
teams present the top three weakness of the medium. Discuss, prodding them 
toward questions about the difference between the Gutenberg revolution and the 
revolution brought about by the Web.  

 (See below for positive/negative aspects of internet revolution.) 
 
 



IV. The Impact of the Internet Revolution 
Prompt student reaction to the following developments with the Web.  An 
effective technique is to solicit their ideas on the positive effects of the internet, 
list them on the board, and then add others from the below list if necessary. 
a. Positive Effects 

1. Speed of transmission (Saddam execution video; political developments) 
2. Amplification of Message to huge (even global) audience 
3. Cheap Information (if not free)...impact on the newspaper business 
4. Interactivity…news consumers can be partners in creating news and 

providing feedback (comments section, rating news stories). 
5. Democratization of the news media…new and diverse voices can be 

heard. 
6. New competition for mainstream news organizations…barriers of entry 

are lower. Paper and presses and trucks aren’t needed 
7. Virtual boundaries disappear…a powerful challenge to censorship and 

autocratic regimes (In China and Iran) as we have discussed.  
8. Unprecedented storage and retrieval of information and news on demand.  
9. Customization of news 
10.  Direct access to primary sources and documents 
11.  New sources of peer review (In the Rather case, the faulty evidence used 

in Rather’s story on Pres. Bush’s Air National Guard service was exposed 
by an internet news site.  Also remember that Steven Glass was exposed 
by Forbes Digital website.)  

12. More choice...means it is easier to compare and access multiple news 
sources and outlets.  

b. Negative Implications 
1. Information overload and fatigue, tendency to become passive consumers 

in response to an overabundance of information 
2. Spread of disinformation (911 conspiracy theories, the “birther” 

movement, etc.) 
3. Unfiltered and unverified information 
4. Blurring of news and opinion—labeling isn’t always as clear online as it is 

in newspapers and on TV 
5. Confusion as to who is a journalist (prompt discussion of “Citizen 

Journalism”).  What qualifies someone to be a journalist? 
6. Narrow-casting…only access to information that reinforces a point of 

view (Refer back to Nicholas Kristof’s column entitled “The Daily Me”) 
7. Destabilizing mainstream media…where does the hard information come 

from?  


