
J463	  (CRN	  23238)	  and	  J563	  (CRN	  23300):	  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 

  
Sounds like an interesting idea, right?  

But how do you actually do it? 
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 that 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 OBJECTIVES 
	  By	  the	  end	  of	  this	  course	  students	  should	  be	  able	  to:	  
	  	  
•  Define	  through	  analysis	  what	  solu8ons	  journalism	  is	  -‐	  and	  isn’t	  	  
•  Determine	  what	  types	  of	  stories	  can	  use	  a	  solu8ons	  approach	  	  
•  Discriminate	  between	  solu8ons	  journalism,	  advocacy	  and	  so@	  news	  
•  Recognize	  why	  and	  how	  SoJo	  can	  produce	  impacEul	  stories	  and	  engage	  audiences	  
•  Develop	  a	  framework	  to	  create	  solu8ons	  journalism	  through	  appropriate	  structure,	  sources,	  

frames	  and	  interview	  techniques	  
•  Inves8gate	  the	  roles	  of	  tradi8onal	  journalism	  and	  solu8ons	  journalism	  and	  their	  func8on	  

and	  purpose	  in	  society	  
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CLASS SCHEDULE  
  

 The course (UOSoJo for short) contains four semi-overlapping units: 
What? Why? How? Do.  

 We’ll read, analyze and deconstruct solutions journalism stories to 
understand what it is and how to do it. We’ll look at research to understand why it’s a 
valuable tool and what effect it’s having on journalism. Throughout, you’ll draw on this 
new knowledge to construct – and deconstruct – your own reporting. 

  
 
NB: This quarter will give you a rigorous start on deep reporting and SoJo story development. I hope 
many of you will apply to OR Magazine for Spring term and produce multimedia versions of your final 
project from this class for that class’ Solutions for Oregon issue.  
 

WHAT? 
   
WEEK 1 

 Monday, Jan. 4: What is solutions journalism? Where did it come from? What are its 
“Four Qualities”? What is frame theory and how might it apply to SoJo? 
 
Assignment (due Jan. 6): Finding the Four Qualities – Read any two Seattle Times Education Lab stories on Canvas and 
annotate them for each of the Four Qualities of SoJo. Post your Think/Puzzle/Explore initial questions to Canvas Discussions.  
Reading (due Jan. 6): Read primer on frame theory by Tom Bivins, UO professor and media ethics chair. Come prepared to 
discuss its relation to SoJo.  
  

 Wednesday, Jan. 6: What isn’t solutions journalism? What are the “Imposters”? 
 
Assignment (due Jan. 11): Finding the Impostors – Read the assigned articles on Canvas. In a written analysis, identify which 
ones are SoJo and which ones are impostors, and explain why. For the impostors, explain how (theoretically) the stories could 
become solutions journalism. 
  
HOW? 
  
Week 2 

 Monday, Jan. 11: What types of news or issues can use a SoJo approach? What initial 
questions must reporters ask to find SoJo stories? How much of a solution must there be? What are 
solutions “slices”? 
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 Wednesday, Jan. 13: Who are good SoJo sources – and why? How do you frame a SoJo 
story? 
 
Assignment (due Jan. 20): Begin gathering information with your group for your final project SoJo story idea (which we 
determine in class during Week 2). This is the beginning of your Idea Memo.  Share your story idea, the cast of possible 
characters (including academic literature, academic sources, advocacy groups, etc.) 
Reading: Review at least five SoJo stories about your issue. Include an overview in your Idea Memo. 

  
Week 3 

 Monday, Jan. 18: NO CLASS – Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Day 
 Wednesday, Jan. 20: What are other good ways to find SoJo stories? What is positive 

deviance? 
  
Assignment (Jan. 25): Add to your Idea Memo: questions raised by your in-class “editor” and the model the group envisions for 
the story with an explanation of why. 
Reading (Jan. 25): “Appreciative Inquiry Interviewing,” by Mike Fancher, chapter 28, Interviewing: The Oregon Method, edited 
by UO Journalism Chair Peter Laufer. As you read, start thinking about: a) what appreciative inquiry questions you might ask 
for your story and b) how you might answer the question “What are your best hopes for journalism?” 
  
Week 4 

 Monday, Jan. 25: What is the Appreciative Inquiry (AI) technique and why is it useful for 
SoJo? How might the question “What’s possible now?” impact journalism? 
             Guest instructor Mike Fancher, former interim director of SOJC’s Agora Journalism Center and 
George S. Turnbull Center and former executive editor of The Seattle Times  
 
Assignments (due Jan. 27): Add two AI questions per group member to your Idea Memo. Keep thinking about your best hopes 
for journalism. Prep (TBD) for Wednesday’s class visitor. Add at least two Twitter handles to class Twitter list before next class. 
 

 Wednesday, Jan. 27: What is the Solutions Journalism Network? What is it doing to 
promote and spread the practice of SoJo? 
(Tentative) class visitor: Samantha McCann, network curator, Solutions Journalism Network 
 
Week 5 

 Monday, Feb. 1: How do you interview for “how”? How do you structure a SoJo story? 
What is a “howdunit”? 
 
Assignment (Feb. 3): How Do You Howdunit? - Read Peg Tyre’s “The Writing Revolution” and annotate it to show a) 
characters solving a problem and getting results, how the solution is different than what others do, and what can be learned 
from it and b) point out the chronology of problem to solution. Add the list of your “reporting for how” questions to your Idea 
Memo.  

  
 Wednesday, Feb. 3: How do you make SoJo stories rigorous? How do you avoid fluff, 

advocacy and “good news”? 
 
Reading (due Feb. 3): two Journalist’s Resource articles on interpreting academic studies 
Assignment (due Feb. 8): Rigorous or not? – Read the 10 assigned pieces and analyze them for the Four Qualities and rigor; 
then write a paragraph about each to explain why the story lacks SoJo rigor or is quality solutions journalism.  
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 WHY?  
 
Week 6 

 Monday, Feb. 8: Is that all you got?  
(Checking in and problem solving your projects; class co-creates final project rubric) 
 
Reading: The Journalism of Outrage: Investigative Reporting and Agenda Building in America, Ch. 10, pp. 231-254 

 
 Wednesday, Feb 10: How and why should solutions journalism and investigative journalism dovetail? 
 Guest speakers: Anika Anand, Ed Lab engagement editor, and Caitlin Moran, former Ed 

Lab engagement editor, via Skype 
 
Week 7 

 Monday, Feb. 15: What is SoJo’s impact, and how does that impact differ from other 
forms of journalism? To what degree does journalism as normal contribute to fear, civic disengagement 
and the lack of ability to make change? 
  Guest lecturer: SOJC Assistant Professor Nicole Dahmen, whose current research focuses 
on solutions journalism and restorative narrative 
 

 Wednesday, Feb. 17: How does SoJo engage audiences differently than traditional journalism? 
 Guest lecturer: SOJC Associate Professor Scott Maier shares his research on audience 

engagement 
 
Assignment: Investigate and Engage (due Feb. 22) – Find an example of a story or issue that received traditional journalism 
coverage that could have benefited from the addition of a solutions story. Explain what that story could have been, how a 
journalist could have looked for it, and why it would have been a useful addition to the coverage. You may draw on examples 
from the SoJo-oriented investigative stories we read in class, The Journalism of Outrage and the Ruhl lecture. 
 

Week 8 
 Monday, Feb. 22: How are you doing on your projects? What solutions might you need?  

     (In-class World Café of reporting to date) 
 

 Wednesday, Feb. 24: NO CLASS (Kathryn at frank gathering @ University of Florida)  
  
Week 9 

 Monday, Feb. 29: Workshop projects in class and prep for final presentations 
 Wednesday, March 2: Workshop projects in class and prep for final presentations 

  
Week 10 

 Monday, March 7: Final project presentations 
 Wednesday, March 9: Final project presentations 

  
Final reflection on initial question, the role of journalism and your best hopes for journalism due by noon Monday, March 14. 
 
Final projects due by 6 p.m. Wednesday, March 16. 
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The FINAL PROJECT 
The final project in J463 is an outline and storyboard with supporting materials about a solutions journalism 
story you’ve spent the quarter reporting in a team. In J563, students will create the J463 final project but 
individually; in addition, they will write a journalistic story of 800-1,000 words about their final project 
topic. We’ll determine exact topics and teams early in the quarter.  
 
During Week 10 you’ll display your project on a poster and present it in class for feedback before turning in 
the final version on March 16. The final project requires not only original reporting but also a demonstration 
of concepts and skills learned throughout the course.   
 
Once you have the basics down, we’ll co-create the final project rubric for the outline and storyboard in 
class. I will provide J563 students with the rubric for their final stories and discuss expectations at a meeting 
that is in addition to regular class time. 

Canvas is our learning management system for the course. 
Please refer to it for updates and changes, calendar info, 
detailed assignments and rubrics, readings, in-class 
resources and more. Class closures or delays due to 
inclement weather will be communicated via 
Announcements and email through Canvas. 

CLASS	  NOTES	  
Winter	  2015	  

Class:	  M/W	  2-‐3:50	  p.m.,	  	  
Allen	  Hall	  302	  	  

Instructor:	  Kathryn	  Thier	  
kthier@uoregon.edu	  |	  	  

541.346.2528	  |	  @KathrynTRex	  
Office:	  Franklin	  134	  	  

Office	  Hours:	  Tues.	  9:30-‐11:30	  
a.m.	  in	  Allen	  320	  or	  by	  
appointment	  in	  Franklin	  

 

All	  art	  is	  courtesy	  of	  The	  Solu8ons	  Journalism	  Network/BYU.	  
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Assignment	  Schedule*	  
*Syllabus and assignment schedule subject to change	  
DUE DATE ASSIGNMENT ADDITIONAL READINGS 

Jan. 6 -Finding the Four Qualities 
-Post your SoJo initial questions 
to Canvas Discussions. 

Frame theory primer 

Jan. 11 Finding the Impostors 

Jan. 20 Idea Memo part 1 (story idea, 
cast of characters, existing story 
review) 

At least five SoJo stories about 
your topic 

Jan. 25 Idea Memo part 2 (additional 
questions, story model) 

“Appreciative Inquiry 
Interviewing,” pp. 286-293 in 
Interviewing: The Oregon 
Method 

Jan. 27 -Idea Memo part 3 (AI 
questions) 
-Twitter list adds 

TBD 

Feb. 3 -How Do You Howdunit? 
-Idea Memo part 4 (reporting for 
how questions) 

Two Journalist’s Resource 
articles on interpreting academic 
studies 
 

Feb. 8  Rigorous or Not? 

Feb. 10 The Journalism of Outrage, Ch. 
10, pp. 231-254 

Feb. 22 Investigate and Engage 

March 7 and 9  Final Project Presentations 

March 14 (noon) Final Reflection 

March 16 (6 p.m.) Final Projects Due 
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ON WRITING (and REWRITING) 
Reporting, writing and learning are iterative processes. So I’m giving you the opportunity to 
redo all assignments (except the final project and final reflection) based on my edits.   
•  Rewrites are always due one week after I return the original.  

Rewrites MUST be submitted with the graded original and rubric. (If you don’t submit the 
original and rubric, I won’t grade your rewrite.) Paperclip the old and new work together – 
do not staple them.  

•  You are responsible for making every revision I mark on your work. If you’re unsure about a 
revision, disagree with it or have a question, come see me. 

DAILY 
ENTRANCE 

SLIP 
	  

Class	  hashtag	  =	  
#UOSoJo16	  

	  
We’ll	  use	  Twiger	  
throughout	  the	  

quarter	  to	  engage	  
each	  other	  –	  and	  
outside	  SoJo	  

prac88oners	  –	  and	  
extend	  and	  reflect	  on	  
our	  learning.	  Many	  

days	  we’ll	  be	  
twee8ng	  an	  

“entrance	  slip”	  
ques8on	  at	  the	  start	  
of	  class.	  And	  each	  
student	  will	  be	  
responsible	  for	  

adding	  to	  our	  class	  
Twiger	  list.	  If	  you	  

don’t	  have	  a	  Twiger	  
account	  yet,	  please	  

make	  one.	  
 

ATTENDENCE & PARTICIPATION 
 
This class is covered by SOJC’s mandatory attendance policy.  
 
If something comes up and you have to miss a class (illness, 
accident, etc.), contact me by email before class to arrange for 
an excused absence. If there’s an important planned family 
event, let me know up front. All other absences are unexcused. 
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. 
 
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.  
	  

COURSE	  POLICIES,	  PROCEDURES	  &	  ADDITIONAL	  INFO	  
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MY CLASSROOM IS AN INCLUSIVE LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
 
The University of Oregon believes in fostering inclusive learning environments and so 
do I. Journalism operates in a global environment and requires maintaining the trust 
of the public and sources; therefore, respecting diversity of all kinds is an intrinsic 
part of this course. I welcome all viewpoints expressed through respectful 
commentary.  
 
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.  
  
Please refer to the following websites for more information about UO’s policies on 
accessibility and disability accommodation and inclusiveness: 
http://tep.uoregon.edu/resources/universaldesign/environment.html 
 http://aec.uoregon.edu. 
 
	  

TIMES SUBSCRIPTION 
We’ll be reading lots of SoJo stories throughout the term, many from 
The New York Times. All stories will be available on Canvas, but 
you’ll need an online subscription to The NYT so you can read more 
than 10 stories per month. Thanks to SOJC, you have access to The 
New York Times online for free while you are taking this class.  To 
receive your free pass, go to http://nytimes.com/passes and register. 
Your class pass includes Times Topics (a reference guide) and the 
paper’s online archives. 

SAVE THE DATE* 
The SOJC welcomes Stephen Engelberg, editor-in-chief of 
ProPublica, founder of the investigative unit at The New York 
Times and former managing editor at The Oregonian, for the 
2016 Ruhl Lecture. Engelberg’s lecture is titled “Accountability 
Journalism in the Digital Age” and is from 4-6 p.m. on 
Thursday, Feb. 18 in the Gerlinger Alumni Lounge with a 
reception to follow. RSVP at http://guestli.st/398703.  
*Highly recommended 

As	  an	  instructor,	  one	  of	  my	  responsibili8es	  is	  
to	  help	  create	  a	  safe	  learning	  environment	  for	  
my	  students	  and	  for	  the	  campus	  as	  a	  whole.	  	  
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	  discrimina8on.	  	  If	  
you	  would	  rather	  share	  informa8on	  about	  
sexual	  harassment,	  sexual	  violence	  or	  
discrimina8on	  to	  a	  confiden8al	  employee	  who	  
does	  not	  have	  this	  repor8ng	  responsibility,	  
you	  can	  find	  a	  list	  of	  those	  individuals	  at	  
hgps://safe.uoregon.edu/services.	  Each	  
resource	  is	  clearly	  labeled	  as	  either	  “required	  
reporter,”	  “confiden8al	  UO	  employee,”	  or	  
“off-‐campus”	  to	  allow	  you	  to	  select	  your	  
desired	  level	  of	  confiden8ality.	  	  
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You	  may	  earn	  up	  to	  1,000	  points	  in	  this	  
course,	  as	  follows:	  

(Assignments	  are	  due	  at	  the	  START	  of	  class,	  usually	  via	  Canvas.	  Late	  assignments	  will	  be	  
penalized	  at	  1/3	  of	  a	  grade	  for	  each	  day,	  except	  in	  documented,	  extraordinary	  hardship	  
circumstances.)	  
 
What and How assignments …… 350 points (or 35 percent) 
 
•  Finding the Four Qualities…. 75 points 
•  Finding the Impostors…. 75 points 
•  How Do You Howdunit?…. 75 points 
•  Rigorous or not?…. 75 points 
•  Investigate and Engage….50 points 

Do assignments…. 600 points (or 60 percent) 
  
•  Idea Memo…. 200 points (or 20 percent) 
-Story idea, cast of characters, existing story review ….75 points 
-Refining questions, potential story model… 75 points 
-Appreciative Inquiry questions…. 25 points 
-Reporting for How questions… 25 points 
 
 
•  Final project ….400 points 
 
WHY assignment…..50 points (or 5 percent) 
•  Final Reflection 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Final grades for the course will follow this scale: 
Grade  Percentage Range  Points Needed 

 A+  97-100   970-1,000 
A  93-96   930-969 
A-  90-92   900-929 
B+  87-89   870-899 
B  83-86   830-869 
B-  80-82   800-829 
C+  77-79   770-799 
C  73-76   730-769 
C-  70-72   700-729 
D+  67-69   670-699 
D  63-66   630-669 
D-  60-62   600-629 

   F  59 or lower   599 or lower 
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GRADING	  
To	  ensure	  a	  consistent,	  clear	  grading	  policy	  each	  assignment	  has	  an	  
associated	  rubric	  detailing	  the	  content	  requirements	  and	  the	  propor8on	  of	  
content	  and	  wri8ng	  mechanics	  scores	  in	  the	  grading	  schema.	  The	  one	  
excep8on	  is	  the	  rubric	  for	  the	  final	  project	  which	  we’ll	  co-‐create	  as	  a	  class.	  
	  
Because	  this	  is	  a	  “topics”	  class	  about	  a	  specific	  area	  of	  journalism,	  
journalis8c	  wri8ng	  is	  not	  a	  course	  objec8ve	  and	  wri8ng	  per	  se	  won’t	  be	  
taught.	  However,	  as	  this	  is	  a	  400-‐level	  class	  with	  Repor8ng	  I	  as	  a	  prerequisite	  
as	  well	  as	  a	  500-‐level	  graduate	  course,	  I	  will	  assess	  the	  wri8ng	  mechanics	  of	  
all	  wrigen	  assignments	  at	  the	  below	  standard	  of	  clear	  communica8on.	  

FRAMEWORK FOR WRITING MECHANICS GRADING  
 
Basic edit examples: Spelling errors, factual errors, sentence fragments, 
missing period, poor content/missing words, etc. 
 
Advanced edit examples: Wordiness, weak verbs, passive voice, poor framing, 
comma placement, lack of parallel structure, etc.  
 
A (4.0 or 90-100): Excellent  
You can make between zero and three advanced edits.  
100=0, 96=1, 93=2 and 90=3 
 
B (3.0 or 80-89): Above Average 
You can make four to seven advanced edits. Your work does not have basic 
errors.  
89=4, 86=5, 83=6 and 80=7 
 
C (2.0 or 70-79): Meets Minimum Standards 
You can make eight to 11 edits (basic, advanced or both). If the work has a 
basic edit, it starts at a C.  
79=8, 76=9, 73=10 and 70=11 
 
D (1.0 or 60-69): Does Not Meet Standards 
You would need to make 12-15 edits (basic, advanced or both). If the work 
has at least two basic edits, it starts at a D.  
69=12, 66=13, 63=14 and 60=15 
 
F (1.0 or 59 or below): Unacceptable 
You would need to make 16 edits (basic, advanced or both). The work 
demonstrates unsatisfactory writing mechanics for a 400/500-level course. 
59=16 edits  
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