Media Coverage of Wildfire Issues: Student Handout
Background

The following pages provide a detailed description of this activity using the issue of forest fires and the Healthy Forest Restoration Act as a case study.  I have chosen this topic for the following reasons:

· A number of different “camps” have become established, each with its own vested interest in how forests and forest fires are managed.
· The science of forest fire ecology is complex and an active area of research.
· There is no scientific consensus on pre- and post-fire manipulations.
· The issue has regional importance and students probably have at least a casual familiarity with the issue.
Introduction

Reports of forest fires in western U.S. commonly appeared in the national media during the summers of 2002 and 2003.  Sensational accounts of fires in Colorado, Arizona and Oregon were widely publicized.  Some blamed the fires on federal forest policy, others on environmental protection.  Spirited debates have ensued that relate to forest management, the role of fire in ecosystems, challenges to forest management activities by environmental groups and environmental law.  The White House proposed a "Healthy Forests Initiative" to address the issue which later became law as the "Healthy Forests Restoration Act."
Student Handout

Procedure
A.
Find a published report that offers an opinion on the management of forest fires, the "Healthy Forests Restoration Act" or the debates that followed its passage.  Articles from sources that would be expected to have a certain viewpoint on the issue will be the most useful for this activity (as opposed to sources that attempt to present a balanced approach).  

Each of the following, for example, have stated opinions on the forest fires or the "Healthy Forests Restoration Act":

Oregon Natural Resources Council
American Forest Resource Council

Sierra Club 
American Forest and Paper Association

Capital Press, a regional agricultural newspaper
The Wilderness Society

Oregon Forest Resources Institute
Western Wood Products Association

USDA Forest Service
Society of American Foresters

B.
Bring your article along with the following completed analysis to class.

C.
Prior to class, evaluate your article using the guidelines that follow: 

  1. 
Different media carry with them different degrees of credibility.  A scientific journal article, for example, is likely to be more credible than a newspaper report which is likely to have higher credibility than a tabloid article or a blog.  In what type of publication does your report appear?  

 2.
Is the author of the report given?  Who is it?  Is it an "individual" or an "organization"?  

3.
If an organization has produced the report, determine the mission of the organization.  If an individual has produced the report, what credentials or affiliations does he/she have?  

 4.
Does the report attempt to persuade, advocate or inform? Explain.

5.  
What information was used to prepare the report?  Circle those that were used and add others if necessary.

a. Some possibilities include:

· observation of actual occurrences

· consultation with experts

· discussion with non-experts

· reports in scientific journals

· reports or findings from a particular organization (scientific or other)

· sources are not stated in article

b. Is this information properly referenced so that you could check it out if you wanted to?

6.
What is the date of publication?  Is the information in the report (or the report itself) reasonably up-to-date?  The importance of having recent information will vary with the topic under consideration.  

7.  
Claims are positions or conclusions that are stated in the article.  They should be supported by some kind of evidence - specific observations or data that are used to support a given claim.  For example, the claim that a fish kill was caused by a spill of sulfuric acid into a river might be supported by the following evidence:

· an accident involving a tanker truck containing 1000 gallons of sulfuric acid occurred upstream of the fish kill

· 500 dead fish were counted downstream from the accident site by a fisheries biologist the day after the accident

· no dead fish were found upstream of the accident

· water samples taken downstream from the accident by the biologist indicated a pH measurement of 4.0

· previous studies have found that pH measurements of less than 4.5 are toxic to most fish

What claims are made in your article?  What evidence is used to support those claims?  List the claims and the specific evidence supporting them in the space below:

	Claim
	Evidence

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


Do the claims in the report follow logically from the evidence given or are "leaps in logic" required to reach the same conclusions as the authors?  Could alternative claims be made from the same evidence?

8. 
Is there a basis for suspecting bias on the part of the sources, the author of the report, or yourself?  If so, circle those that you detect from the list of common biases below:

· the author or source has a clear stake in the issue and will benefit in some way from the claims that are being made

· only selected information is being reported (Are you aware of other information that would refute the claims being made?)

· you reject the claims of the article because you disagree with them or you accept them because the claim happens to agree with your opinion

· the publication has a well-known or suspected position on the issue

For each of the biases you have detected, explain where in the article it appears.

9.  
Does the report appear to be objective or does there appear to be a particular agenda being promoted?  Explain.

10.
Is there anything in the article that you consider to be "unnecessarily sensationalized" to make a point or to stimulate some emotion.  Examples may include misleading or exaggerated titles, phrases that are meant to appeal to our emotions or accompanying photographs.

D.
Discuss your evaluation with your group.  Keep in mind that other members of the group have probably not read your article.

I suggest the following format for your discussion:

· What is the title of the report?

· Where and when was the report published?

· Briefly describe the content of the report.  

· Critically evaluate the report using items #1-10 on this handout as a guide

E.
Staple your evaluation to the front of your article and turn them both in at the conclusion of class. 
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