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Teaching a critical approach 
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• My primary role is to design and 
facilitate professional learning for 
educators.

• I also teach news literacy 
concepts to adult audiences.

• I follow trends in misinformation 
and conspiracy theories.

• I was a MS & HS social studies 
teacher for 13 years in Chicago 
Public Schools.

John Silva, NBCT
Senior Director of 
Professional Learning

jsilva@newslit.org

@MrSilva
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• I help facilitate NLP’s 
professional learning programs 
through process-building and 
cross-functional collaboration

• Prior to NLP, I was a program 
manager at the self-driving car 
company, Cruise

• Passionate about intersection 
between technology, equity and 
justice

Elizabeth Price
Manager of 
Professional Learning

eprice@newslit.org

@lizprice__
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Our mission

The News Literacy Project, a 
nonpartisan national education 
nonprofit, provides programs 
and resources for educators and 
the public to teach, learn and 
share the abilities needed to be 
smart, active consumers of 
news and information and equal 
and engaged participants in a 
democracy.

Our vision

News literacy is embedded 
in the American education 
experience, and people of all 
ages and backgrounds know 
how to identify credible news 
and other information, 
empowering them to have an 
equal opportunity to 
participate in the civic life of 
their communities and 
the country.

About the News Literacy Project



Guiding questions for 
teaching news media bias
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Guiding questions for teaching news media bias

• What counts as “news media bias” and who decides?

• Is most bias in news overt/intentional or perceived/incidental?

• Can people’s perceptions of bias be reliable?

• If someone says bias is left or right wing what is the “center” 
and who decides?

• Is all bias partisan?

• How can journalists and news organizations minimize bias?
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News Media Bias:

When assumptions or opinions 
favoring one side (or interpretation) 
of an issue or event skew news 
reporting in a way that is unfair or 
distorting.
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Questions of bias must focus on news

• Most information that we encounter is inherently 
biased in some way including opinion, commentary, 
propaganda, entertainment and even advertising. 

• News seeks to inform us and minimize bias by 
following the standards of quality journalism.

• Before discussing bias, you must question the source. 
Is it a standards-based news organization?
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• Objectivity in journalism is an aspirational ideal but is 
often misconstrued and has established an impossible 
standard in the public consciousness.

• Thinking of the aspiration to be both fair and
accurate is a more useful conceptual frame.

• This helps us work away from a binary approach to 
the subject (objective/biased) and toward a critical 
approach (less biased/more biased).

The term “objectivity” distorts our understanding
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A critical approach recognizes that 
legitimate, standards-based news 

organizations demonstrate a concern 
for fairness and accuracy.



Open-ended and unguided prompts 
can cause students to creatively 
read bias into news reports.
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These types of questions are based on perception and 
influenced by unconscious biases.

Where is the bias?

What does this media message want you to feel?

Who benefits from this?

What is the intent behind this news report?

Is there a hidden meaning behind this?
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Which do you think is less biased?
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Does this change your view?
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Unconscious Bias:

When our brains make quick 
assessments or judgments based on 
stereotypes or perceptions. In this case, 
we perceive a news source to be biased 
and we “see” that bias more readily. 
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Motivated reasoning:

To deliberately interpret information in 
ways that confirm what you already want 
to believe and to invent reasons to 
dismiss anything that disproves these 
beliefs.



Sometimes, bias only becomes 
apparent when viewed in a wider 
context.
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What do think might be considered 
news media bias in this example?
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How about now?
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Media bias charts can be helpful 
but have limitations.
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● Focus is almost exclusively on 
political bias.

● Inquiry models that are debatable, 
not definitive ratings.

● Heavily influenced by perception.

● Can reinforce unconscious biases.

Limitations of media bias charts
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● Reflect more the orientation of 
opinion and commentary, not news.

● Tend to imply false equivalence 
between high-quality, standards-
based news orgs and overtly 
partisan or problematic sources.

● Suggest that most newsrooms have 
a systematic ideological goal or 
orientation.

Limitations of media bias charts
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With some sources, it’s like looking for sugar in a donut shop

• It’s very easy to find 
and comes in many 
different forms.

• It’s the main reason 
people go there.

• They don’t try to 
avoid it (and we don’t 
expect them to)!



Let’s reframe the question
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We need to move from a left/right, 
liberal/conservative binary to 

recognizing types and forms of biases 
on a spectrum of less or more biased.
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We should think of news media bias as a spectrum 

More biasedLess biased

Sources of news

But we must focus on news, not other types of 
information, and how bias is expressed.
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Essential questions for students

• Why is it important to understand the differences between 
news and other types of information before discussing bias?

• Is it possible for news to be completely unbiased or objective?

• How do our own biases affect the way that we perceive news 
coverage?

• How do biases show themselves in news coverage?

• In what ways can reports from different sources be more, or 
less biased than others on the same subject?
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https://checkology.org/demo/lesson/5b342138c946f9f5a6c9abf8b23184cbf7eccc19
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Note: In some cases, sources 
are blurred to minimize 
confirmation bias



The News Literacy Project

Can you identify a type of bias?

• Partisan
• Demographic
• Corporate
• Neutrality
• Big story
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Can you identify a form of bias?

• Tone
• Framing
• Story selection
• Sourcing
• Absence of fairness 

and balance
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How does the choice of this image affect our perception?
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Only two major news orgs published this story
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Discussion of bias can lead to deeper questions

• Originally published as commentary by 
the editor of The Spectator World. In 
what ways can reporting on published 
opinion pieces demonstrate bias?

• As an example of story selection, does 
this reflect bias on the part of orgs that 
reported it, or those that didn’t? Is 
there a difference?

• What demographic factors might have 
influenced publishing this story?

• Is this partisan or big story bias as 
well? All of the above?



Images can influence our 
perception even when there is 
no overt bias, or it is debatable.
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Which image is less biased?
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Which image is less biased?
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Which image is less biased?
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The case of Pamela Moses

• Convicted in November 2021 of illegally registering to vote and sentenced in 
February 2022 to six years and one day in prison.

• Among numerous felony convictions, Moses plead guilty to tampering with 
evidence which caused her to permanently lose the right to vote in Tennessee. 

• In 2019, the Tennessee Department of Corrections and the Shelby County 
Election Commission both signed off on her voter registration application 
certifying her probation had been completed and she was eligible to vote. 

• Both agencies state that this was in error, and she was not in fact eligible.

• County prosecutors accused her of deceiving election officials, and she was 
convicted of perjury on a voter registration form.
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Ms. Moses was 
charged and convicted 
of perjury on a voter 
registration form. 
There is no evidence 
of, nor was she 
charged with casting a 
ballot illegally.

Framing Bias
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Demographic Bias and Tone

Image selection and 
including details 
such as being a 
“BLM chapter 
founder” can affect 
our perception of 
Ms. Moses and the 
nature of her 
conviction.  
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The headline, lede and 
image all influence our 
perception of a story 
and its subject.

Standards-based news 
orgs must be aware of 
this and work to 
minimize bias based 
on these perceptions.



Other common ways our 
perception is influenced when 
we first see a news report.
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Uncritically 
amplifying 
officials
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Uncritically 
amplifying 
officials



The News Literacy Project

Passive voice 
downplays the 
seriousness of 

a crime
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Passive voice 
downplays the 
seriousness of 

a crime



The News Literacy Project

Remember: 
Standards-based 

news organizations 
show a concern for 

fairness and 
accuracy
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Neutrality bias:

A type of bias in which a journalist or news 
outlet tries so hard to avoid appearing 
biased that the coverage actually 
misrepresents the facts. Also called “false 
balance” or “bothsidesism”
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Neutrality bias: Having a “debate” about climate change

CNN Crossfire in 2014

“Debate” between Bill Nye 
and Nicolas Loris focused 
primarily on how many 
people “believe” in climate 
change and the views of 
skeptics (like Loris) rather 
than the actual science.
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Neutrality bias : “Debate” about MMR vaccine and autism

Lakeland, MN PBS in 2017

Framing the MMR vaccine 
causing autism as a 
debate, giving equal 
weight to public health 
officials and parents who 
are opposed to vaccines. 
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https://twitter.com/nyt_diff/status/1267856039824822280
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Even with rigorous standards, 
bias still leaks into coverage.

News organizations with a 
commitment to fairness and 
accuracy will respond. 

The changes to this story 
demonstrate that commitment 
and are a positive signal of 
credibility.



Essential points to drive 
teaching about news media bias
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Essential discussion points about news media bias

• Conversations about news media bias mostly apply to 
standards-based news.

• Our perceptions of news are highly subjective and 
influenced by confirmation bias.

• Bias in news is a spectrum, not a binary and is usually 
incidental and debatable rather than intentional and overt.

• Evaluating bias in news coverage in meaningful ways 
requires nuance and specificity.
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Essential discussion points about news media bias

• “Fair and accurate” is more useful than “objective”.

• Being unbiased does not mean being neutral.

• Be wary of assumptions about intent and about 
hyperbolic or sweeping statements about “the media”.

• A perception of bias is the beginning, not the end, of 
student inquiry.



Questions?
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LinkedIn.com/company/
NewsLitProject
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Thank you for joining us!

Youtube.com/
NewsLiteracyProject

https://newslit.org/

