
Solutions Journalism
“Solutions journalism is rigorous and compelling reporting on solutions to social problems.

 
When done well, the stories provide valuable insights about how communities may more effectively tackle serious problems. We know 
from experience that solutions stories engage people differently. They can change the tone of public discourse, making it less 

divisive and more constructive. By revealing what has worked, they can also lead to meaningful change.
 

It’s not about making people feel good or advocating for a certain policy or balancing out the ‘doom-and-gloom.’ Instead, solutions 
journalism is about what journalism has always been about: informing and empowering people. We’re just asking journalists to do 

that in a more complete way, by investigating what has worked just as rigorously and relentlessly as what hasn’t.”

– The Solutions Journalism Network website

 



Why is this 
course is 
important?
Because you’re going to be a 

professional journalist someday and you 
need to develop a sense of what mark you 
want to make. 

Those ideas on the first page raise 
provocative questions about our field.

But how do you actually do SoJo? And 
with so many other journalistic practices 
out there, why choose this one?

In this class we’re going to learn 
how to “do” Solutions Journalism (SoJo).

And we’re going to explore its 
impact. 

Underlying everything are deeper 
questions that we’ll wrestle with all term: 
How does knowledge improve people’s lives 
and communities, and what is the role of 
journalism in that? Should journalism 
evolve, and if so, how?

Course Integrating Question: What is the role of 
journalism and the journalist in a democratic 
society?

Course Objectives
By the end of this course students should be able to:

Identify what solutions journalism is - and isn’t (Foundational 
knowledge)

Discriminate between SoJo, advocacy and soft news (Applying 
knowledge)

Value how SoJo can create impact and 
engage audiences

(Integrative and 
caring knowledge)

See themselves as contributing to the debate about 
the role of journalism and the journalist in a 
democratic society

(Integrative, human 
and metacognitive 

knowledge)

Create solutions journalism through appropriate 
structure, sources, frames and interview techniques

(Applying 
knowledge)

Elizabeth Tompkins


Elizabeth Tompkins
Students need to understand the big picture reasons for practicing solutions journalism and how it fits into a larger debate about journalism today. Focusing on this objective inspires students and allows them to see how they might apply the skills learned in this class more broadly in their careers.



Course Details

What: J463/563
When: M/W 8-9:50 a.m
Where: Allen 302
Office Hours: 
Tues. 9:30-noon Allen 320
By appointment, Franklin 129
Stay connected: Canvas is the
place for updates, calendar info, 
assignments and rubrics, readings
and class delays or closures.

Welcome to this class, 
one of the few on SoJo in 

the country. I developed it 
because my experiences as a 

journalist led me to 
question how the stories we 

tell affect people and 
communities. Email me at 

kthier@uoregon.edu  or find 
me @KathrynTRex or 

541-346-2528.

mailto:kthier@uoregon.edu


Readings and Student Engagement Hours

There is no textbook for this class. The majority of readings will be 
solutions journalism articles, to be read so you can complete take-home 
assignments or the Class Journal. Page counts are not uniform and vary 
because they’re Web articles. Sometimes the readings will be short book 
chapters. Expect to spend 1-2 hours a week reading. All readings are on 
Canvas under Modules. Expect to spend 4-6 hours outside of class on 
assignments. Master’s students will complete a research paper, in 
addition to the listed course requirements.

Team-based Reporting Project
A major focus of this class is creating a potentially publishable 
multimedia solutions journalism piece. We’ll decide on story ideas and 
finalize teams in Weeks 2-3. The first half of the course will teach you 
the skills you need to accomplish this. The ongoing Idea Memo team 
assignment will capture and crystallize your reporting process. In the 
second half of the term, much of class time will include peer review 
exercises to sharpen your stories and your SoJo skills. Please see 
Team-based Reporting Project assignment for details. (This is your 
“final” for the class.) 



A “Typical” Week in This Class

“Entrance slip” tweet +    
discussion follow from 

last class 

Direct instruction and guided 
learning on SoJo concepts followed by 
activities to solidify learning

Guided activities and free-form 
time to work on team reporting projects 

-

Written take-home 
assignment to reinforce 
your understanding of key 

concepts. Also, the 
ongoing “Idea Memo” 

assignment will provide 
the building blocks for 

your group’s final 
project/story.

Weekly “Class 
Journal” entries 
to to encourage 
your reflection 

about your 
learning to 

provide feedback 
to me about your 

learning

*As we move toward the end of the term, more time will be spent in class on developing your projects. But please be flexible! As you know, the reporting 
process is never cut and dry. Because of that and other factors, we may also need to adjust the course schedule sometimes.  But I promise to be fair if 
changes are needed. And please keep in mind that some days we will have in-person or virtual guest instructors or speakers, so there is no “typical” day.



You May Earn Up To 1,000 Points...

1
“What & How” 
Written 
Assignments

- Finding the Four 
Qualities (100 
points)

- Uncovering the 
Impostors (100 
points)

- How Do You Howdunit? 
(100 points)

- Rigorous Or Not? 
(100 points)

2
“Do” and “Why” 
Written 
Assignments

- Weekly Class 
Journal (10 
points each/100 
points total)

- Team Idea Memo, 
Parts 1-4 (50 
points each/200 
points total)

3
“Do” Multimedia: 
Final Team 
Reporting Project

- Final team 
multimedia 
project (300 
points total)

(We’ll co-create the 
rubric as a class!)



Grading
To ensure a consistent, 
clear grading policy each 
assignment has an associated 
rubric detailing the content 
requirements and the 
proportion of content and 
writing mechanics scores in 
the grading schema. The one 
exception is the rubric for 
the final project which 
we’ll co-create as a class.

Grade   Points 
 A+   970-1,000
A    930-969
A-   900-929
B+   870-899
B   830-869
B-  800-829
C+  770-799
C   730-769
C-  700-729
D+  670-699
D   630-669
D-  600-629

   F  59 or lower  599 or lower

Final grades for the course 
will follow this scale*:

* Master’s students will have a 100-point research paper and their total 
grade will be calculated as a percentage corresponding to the above 
spreads, but out of 1,100.



You can rewrite any of the “What & 
How” assignments one time. I’ll 

average your two grades to determine 
the final grade for that assignment. 
Rewrites are due a week after I hand 
back the original. Rewrites are a 
great way to improve your writing 

and understanding of concepts, while 
increasing your final overall grade 

for the course.

Because this is a “topics” class 
about a specific area of 
journalism, journalistic writing is 
not a course objective and writing 
per se won’t be taught. However, as 
this is a 400/500-level class, I 
will assess the writing mechanics 
of all written assignments at the 
standard of clear communication 
detailed to the right.



How You Will Meet Course Objectives  

Identify What SoJo 
Is - And Isn’t

In-class activities and 
Class Journal

Discriminate between 
SoJo, advocacy and 

soft news

In-class activities and 
Class Journal

Value how SoJo can 
create impact and 
engage audiences

In-class activities and 
Class Journal

See yourself as 
contributing to the debate 

about the role of the 
journalist and journalism 

in society 

In-class activities and 
Class Journal

Create SoJo through 
appropriate 

structure,sources 
frames and 
interview 
techniques

In-class activities

Finding 
the Four 
Qualities

Uncovering 
the 

Impostors

How Do You 
Howdunit?

Uncovering 
the 

Impostors

Rigorous 
or not?

Guest 
speakers

Idea Memo 
(parts 
1-4)

Story 
coaching

Final 
Project

Elizabeth Tompkins
Analyzing stories closely for the Four Qualities of solutions journalism is the foundational unit of the course. Students can't create solutions journalism without first understanding what its elements are and how they function in a piece of journalism.

Elizabeth Tompkins
The biggest misconception students have about the Four Qualities is that they relate to the problem, rather than the solution. For example, some students reading a story about a solution to teen pregnancy will  highlight statistics about the problem of teen pregnancy as the "evidence" quality.  But "evidence" in this case is statistics that show how the response reduced teen pregnancy rates. 

Elizabeth Tompkins
The quality that students consistently struggle to understand is "insight." In some cases, the insight and the high-level response are similar, which can be confusing. Insight is about the success factor or lynchpin of the solution. It's the big picture takeaway that others need to know to possibly replicate the solution. Students sometimes think everything is insight because they think everything would be important information for someone replicating the solution. Or they think there is no insight if there's no evidence the solution has been replicated. Zooming out to find the high-level elements that make a solution work is challenging for some students.

Elizabeth Tompkins
Students easily see how the solutions journalism "impostors" are mostly bad journalism. But if students haven't worked in a student publication or professional newsroom they may not have an inherent aversion to advocacy as seasoned journalists do.

Elizabeth Tompkins
Ultimately, students realize that solutions journalism relies on many of the same techniques as other good journalism. The key is helping students understand up front that solutions journalism isn't a feel-good feature, but a news feature about important social issues. 



Week One Mon (April 3) Wed (April 5) Assignments Readings

WHAT? -What is the role of the 
journalist in society?
-Introduction of the Four 
Qualities

NO CLASS!
(But you will need to 
watch a one-hour video 
over the weekend)

Finding the Four 
Qualities

Two EdLab stories for the 
Four Qualities assignment

Week Two Mon (April 10) Wed (April 12) Assignments  Readings

HOW? What stories can use a 
SoJo approach? What 
questions do reporters of 
SoJo ask? What are slices 
and positive deviants? 
Who/what are good SoJo 
sources?

Source&StoryStorming:
Finding stories and 
forming groups

Idea Memo Part One Frame theory article

Week Three Mon (April 17) Wed (April 19) Assignments  Readings

HOW? Reporting for how Appreciative inquiry 
(Guest instructor Mike 
Fancher)

Idea Memo Part Two; How 
Do You Howndunit?

Appreciative inquiry 
article; articles for 
Howdunit assignment

Week Four Mon (April 24) Wed (April 26) Assignment  Readings

HOW? SoJo Story models SoJo “impostors” Idea Memo Part Three; 
Identifying the Impostors

Articles for Impostors 
assignment

Week Five Mon (May 1) Wed (May 3) Assignment  Readings

HOW?/WHY? Rigorous reporting
 

Investigations and SoJo 
(Guest instructor Brent 
Walth)

Idea Memo Part Four; 
Rigorous or not?

The Journalism of 
Outrage; articles for 
Rigorous assignment; 
articles about 
interpreting research

C
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Elizabeth Tompkins
The Four Qualities assignment requires students to analyze two Seattle Times Education Lab stories to ensure they understand how the Four Qualities can vary by topic. I allow students to redo this assignment because it takes most students more than one try to accurately identify the Four Qualities, and it's critical students have a solid grounding in this before proceeding.

Elizabeth Tompkins
It's important to choose stories that have several of the "limitations" quality. Over time I've eliminated less rigorous stories with fewer limitations. When students are just testing out their ability to find the Four Qualities they need lots of chances to find each one. 

Elizabeth Tompkins
A handful of students split up around the room to pitch their story ideas while other small groups of students "stress test" them. Some ideas are winnowed out, and students form story teams based on interest.

Elizabeth Tompkins
This is the most lecture-heavy day. These topics are not ones students can discover easily or quickly on their own.

Elizabeth Tompkins
Instead of a lecture about appreciative inquiry, I now host five leaders from the community, government and academia who work on responses to problems faced by marginalized groups. (Some guests are themselves members of those groups). Students interview our guests using appreciative inquiry techniques to learn how this method elicits new, more solutions-oriented information from subjects and creates a more relational and ethical interaction between journalists and the community. It's a powerful exercise that students cite as meaningful, and I've found it improves their understanding of appreciative inquiry.a

Elizabeth Tompkins
Over time I realized that students sometimes confuse solutions stories with long introductory anecdotes about a person with "hero worship" impostor stories. So I've taken those out of the assignment. Also, most students aren't familiar with think tanks so the "Think Tank" impostor takes more explaining.

Elizabeth Tompkins
When I teach this course as part of Reporting II, instead of as an advanced elective on solutions journalism, I eliminate this as a take-home assignment and instead, students identify the impostors in class in small groups and share out their findings.

Elizabeth Tompkins
The Idea Memo Part Four requires students to analyze the rigor of an academic article related to their story topic. After the first time I taught this, I brought in our journalism school library researcher to help students understand how to interpret academic studies. I also made the assignment a group, in-class project so students could work through challenges together with their story team. 



Week Six Mon (May 8) Wed (May 10) Assignment Readings

WHY? How does SoJo engage 
differently than 
traditional journalism?

Engagement (Guest speaker 
Dahlia Bazzaz)

Watch one-hour video for 
Class Journal

The Engaging News Project 
summaries

Week Seven Mon (May 15) Wed (May 17) Assignment Readings

 World Café of reporting 
project

In-class work on final 
projects

N/A Alex Tizon ivoh memorial, 
Nieman Lab reader trust

Week Eight Mon (May 22) Wed (May 24) Assignment Readings

 Co-create rubric for 
final project 
presentations

In-class work on final 
projects

Work on final project 
presentation

N/A

Week Nine Mon (May 29) Wed (May 31) Assignment Readings

 NO CLASS – MEMORIAL DAY Final project 
presentations

N/A N/A

Week Ten Mon (June 5) Wed (June 7) Assignment Readings

 Story coaching Story coaching Final Class Journal None!

Finals Week Friday (June 16)    

 Final project due 
at 10 a.m.!

   

Written assignments 
are due by the start 
of class Monday 
unless stated 
otherwise on Canvas. 
So, the Week One 
assignment is due 
the Monday of Week 
Two, and so on. 
Class Journal 
entries are due by 
noon Thursday each 
week. Readings are: 
related to written 
assignments, related 
to the Class 
Journal, or related 
to a class speaker 
(which will be 
communicated in 
advance). 

Elizabeth Tompkins
This day is mostly a lecture about the small, but growing body of research about the media effects of solutions journalism and other emerging, as well as historic, genres that reframe the traditional news narrative. It's important for students to understand where solutions journalism fits in today's media landscape and arguments they can use to convince editors to let them pursue solutions stories.

Elizabeth Tompkins
It helps to have journalists who are engagement editors guest speak to convey how journalism is changing and how solutions journalism engages differently than traditional journalism.

Elizabeth Tompkins
Allowing students to co-create the rubric for the final project pushes them to isolate the most important elements of solutions journalism they learned over the term. Also, it gives them a greater sense of ownership of their final story.

Elizabeth Tompkins
The first time I taught this class students presented their reporting for the term, but didn't write a final story. Our terms are just 10 weeks. But I realized students want to try to put together a story and it helps them learn. The most recent term I taught a solutions class I eliminated the Idea Memo assignments as a whole, but incorporated them into one more beefed-up "story pitch" assignment to make more certain early in the term that students' story ideas were viable.

Elizabeth Tompkins
Throughout the term students write short reflection responses about readings or class activities in our online learning management system. I find it helps students see connections between topics, tying theory and concepts to skills; encourages students to think critically about complex issues; and provides a feedback loop for me so I can course correct if needed. 



Our Classroom 
Environment

All viewpoints expressed through respectful commentary are welcome. 
Journalism operates in diverse environments globally and requires 

maintaining the trust of the public. Growing as a writer requires learning 
from others. Therefore, respecting diversity of all kinds is an intrinsic 

part of this course.

This class involves heavy doses of inquiry and collaboration. That can’t 
succeed unless everyone participates every day. But there’s no grade for 

“participation.” It takes extroverts, introverts and
ambiverts for creativity to flourish.

I’m counting on each of you to contribute to our class community in your 
own style. We are all responsible for our individual and

group learning this quarter. 

ATTENDANCE
If something comes up and you will have to miss a 

class (illness, accident, etc.), contact me by email 
before class to arrange for an excused absence. We 

have a lot to accomplish this quarter and you’ll have 
a reporting team depending on you. An unexcused 

absence = a half grade off your final grade. If 
something is keeping you from participating fully in 
this course, let’s talk. I can’t help you if I don’t 

know what’s going on.

DEADLINES
 Assignments are due at the START of class in the 
format requested. (Late assignments will be penalized 
at 1/2 of a grade for each day, except in documented, 
extraordinary hardship circumstances.)

ACADEMIC MISCONDUCT
You are entrusted with protecting the pact that 
journalists have made with the public. For this 

reason, plagiarism or fabrication of any kind will 
result in penalties that may include failing the 

course. If you’re not sure how to attribute 
information you’ve gathered, please ask me. All work 

submitted must be original to this course.



 If you need 
extra 

resources...

ACCESSIBILITY
Please notify me if there are any aspects of this class that are raising 
barriers to your participation. If you have a documented disability or 

medical condition that might affect your work or require special 
arrangements in the event of an evacuation, please make an appointment to 

speak with me no later than the end of the first week of the term. 

                            HARASSMENT
As an instructor, one of my responsibilities is to help create a safe 
learning environment for my students and for the campus as a whole. And 
Title IX makes it clear that violence and harassment based on sex and 

gender are Civil Rights offenses subject to the same kinds of 
accountability and the same kinds of support applied to offenses against 
other protected categories such as race, national origin, etc. As a member 

of the university community, I have the responsibility to report any 
instances of sexual harassment, sexual violence and/or other forms of 
prohibited discrimination.  If you would rather share information about 
sexual harassment, sexual violence or discrimination to a confidential 
employee who does not have this reporting responsibility, you can find a 
list of those individuals at https://safe.uoregon.edu/services. Each 

resource is clearly labeled as either “required reporter,” “confidential 
UO employee,” or “off-campus” to allow you to select your desired level of 

confidentiality. 

CONFLICT RESOLUTION
Several options are available to you to resolve conflict. First, follow 
the chain of command: (1) the instructor, (2) Sr. Associate Dean Leslie 

Steeves, (3) Dean Juan-Carlos Molleda. Outside the School, you can contact 
the UO Bias Response Team (346-1139), Conflict Resolutions Services 

(346-0617), or Affirmative Action and Equal Opportunity office (346-3123).

And don’t forget about Writing Central, where 
trained student coaches, coffee and cookies can help 
you with assignments. Details/schedule an appointment:
journalism.uoregon.edu/sojc-writing-central.   

http://journalism.uoregon.edu/sojc-writing-central
http://journalism.uoregon.edu/sojc-writing-central
http://journalism.uoregon.edu/sojc-writing-central


“So many of us who’ve been in journalism a long time recognize the need for 

different ways of framing news stories, ways that don’t just lead back to 

intractable conflict, cynicism or despair. Not many journalists intend to be 

cultivators of hopelessness, but the accumulation of all our stories over time 

seems to have that effect on many people, entire communities, even on ourselves. 

Simply asking, ‘Might there be another way to tell the story?’ is a good start.

“It takes gumption to take it a step further and ask, ‘Might there be a way to tell 

it that contributes meaningfully — and not just in a token way — to hope, healing 

or reconciliation?’ The questions are worth asking. This thought keeps flitting 

around in my brain: There’s been so much discussion about journalism needing new 

business models; what if saving journalism really has more to do with new models of 

storytelling? Ones that help people get up in the morning and live consciously, 

rather than make people more afraid or resigned and want to stay asleep?”

-the late Alex Tizon, in a 2015 ivoh interview


