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Module 11 / Lesson 1: Lesson Plan
Public relations practitioners have a variety of communication responsibilities. We must engage the needs and expectations of internal stakeholders, external stakeholders, local communities, investors, donors, organizational partners, competitors, customers, and news media. Of these groups, working with the news media—managing an organization’s effective, ethical media relations function—is perhaps one of, if not the, most important mandates charged to the public relations function. Why? Two reasons: First, one of our core responsibilities as practitioners is to convey our organization’s news to our publics, and the news media are a central tool in helping us deliver that news. Second, media are perhaps one of the most powerful societal influences. Media shape our collective “knowledge” about organizations and current events. And even though how we access our news has changed drastically over the last decade, we still rely on media to learn about the world around us. Consequently, in the process of telling our organization’s news, it is vital that public relations practitioners understand the importance of the news media, and how certain media framing devices influence what we “know” about today’s news.
Media’s agenda setting role
One of the best ways to understand the power media wield in conveying news is to explore media’s agenda setting role. In this lesson’s section, students will be introduced to the premise of agenda setting theory, its origins, and its applications. This section establishes the foundation for a deeper dive on media framing.
Key concept
Students should be able to explain the fundamental premise of Agenda Setting Theory.
Discussion Questions
What do we mean when we say, “Media don’t necessarily tell us what to think; they tell us what to think about?” Can you think of an example where you might have observed this idea at play?

Media Framing

Given media’s powerful influence on what we know about the world around us, it is important therefore to understand the various media framing devices in the process of conveying news. In this section, students will learn that while news media’s goal is to convey the news objectively, everyone inherently approaches, interprets, and conveys current events using a specific lens—called frames. Equipped with Goffman’s premise of frames, this section then will walk through two media framing paradigms: Entman and Iyengar.
Key Concepts

Students should be able to explain Entman’s premise that every news article implies various problems, solutions, responsible parties, moral judgments. Students also should be able to distinguish between episodic and thematic framing.
Discussion Questions
You work for a cruise ship company and have just heard that one of your ships has broken down off the coast of Alaska. Imagine it’s the first break down for this company. What type of news story would reflect episodic framing? What type of news story would reflect thematic framing? In your opinion is one version more successful—more ethical—than the other? What are the ethical merits of each approach?
Macro vs. Micro level news analysis
Equipped with the foundation of media framing theory, this section walks through the practical daily application students can use in analyzing news frames, moving from macro to micro analysis. The “macro-level” questions ask the contextual questions regarding how the story is presented in the new outlet (placement, length, headline, images used, hyperlinks), while the “micro-level” questions ask about the specific language/terms being used, spokespersons used, overall tone, and the implicit takeaway message.
Key Concept
As reflected in Entman’s and Iyengar’s specific media framing frameworks, students must understand that analyzing media requires a systematic approach; they must move beyond generalizations regarding their takeaways, and be able to provide examples that reflect specific framing devices being used. Asking specific macro (context) questions and then micro (content and style) questions allows them to do so.

Discussion Questions
What is meant by a “values-laden term?” Can you provide an example? How does the use of specific words and phrases shape the way a news article is conveyed?
Module 11 / Lesson 2: Lesson Plan

Lesson 2 Outline
Although the first lesson focused on general world news events, the lessons of media framing have important, specific application to practitioners’ daily role. As our organization’s environmental scanner, we must stay current with the news—the stories specific to our organization, as well as those stories about peers, competitors, and issues generally—that potentially could involve our organization and/or demand action by our organization. In this second lesson, therefore, students will be introduced to the practitioner’s role in analyzing the news, and how that analysis could help inform ethical decision-making and PR best practices.
Environmental Scanning & the Ethical Conscience
Environmental scanning mandates that the public relations practitioner actively investigate through formal and informal methods the current trends, issues, and problems that potentially could affect their organization. This section briefly outlines how media analysis contributes to this scanning role. It does so by emphasizing that environmental scanning is central to serving in our role as our organization’s ethical conscience. We must think holistically and long-term, and we must provide appropriate ethical counsel based on what we see in media coverage of our organization.
Key Concept

Students should be able to outline what goes into an environmental scanning process, and how news coverage contributes to that process specifically. They should be able to explain how media coverage should inform their role as an organization’s ethical conscience.
Discussion Question:
Environmental scanning is a formal and informal process. If you were going to develop an environmental scanning program for the public relations office specifically at your university, what would that program comprise?
Learning to anticipate and identify issues.
One of the core, distinguishing dimensions of public relations as a strategic communication function is that when working with media we must think long-term. A good reporter is going to bring in all of the appropriate context needed in order to convey an organization’s news. This context might include the perspectives of peers or competitors, industry experts, industry research, as well as an organization’s past. For example, a company might claim that a new product is revolutionary. It is the reporter’s job to confirm or deny the veracity of such a claim, or at least to provide enough additional information so the public can decide for itself. A restaurant chain might want to report that they are unveiling a new menu. It is the reporter’s job to add that the menu overhaul is part of the restaurant’s ongoing recovery from a major scandal that happened last year. Accordingly, in this section, students will learn the importance of context, and how applying the principles of media framing analysis can help them anticipate and address potential ethical issues or challenges. First, it is important to account for an organization’s history in making ethical decisions today—learning to anticipate the historical context that a reporter might include and why it might be ethically prudent to address that context. Second, it is important to analyze the media frames themselves, the context used, to report the news, in order to ensure that the reporting is accurate and to identify if there is a need to “set the record straight” so to speak. Not only is it important in terms of educating the general public, it also is important in terms of conveying news to core internal and external stakeholders, who are primed to look for your organization’s news.
Key Concepts
Students should understand how the principles of media framing analysis apply to our ethical public relations lens. This section also discusses how providing needed ethical counsel might be difficult for management to hear.
Discussion Questions
What is meant by “today’s stories become tomorrow’s context?” Can you think of an example where recent news about a major company might shape media coverage of that company for the foreseeable future?
What are some instances in which you have an ethical responsibility to “set the record straight”?

Putting it all together
This final section summarizes the importance of public relations understanding the power of the media. Applying media framing analysis principles through a public relations lens can positively contribute to our environmental scanning role and in turn inform our responsibility as an organization’s ethical conscience. Much like the legal team provides legal counsel, we must provide ethical counsel. News media content is key in helping guide this ethical counsel.
