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My presentation will be about how to help journalism students develop engaging story ideas by 

strategically using social media and RSS feeds for inspiration. 

Students often struggle finding good story ideas for the capstone online journalism course that I 

teach, so I developed a lecture and practice assignment that helps them with the entire process 

– from idea creation to story pitch.  

My presentation will focus on the idea creation segment in which students see how they can 

create a targeted "river" of information that flows to them, providing a bountiful source of 

ideas and potential sources.   

In my lecture, I share examples of story ideas I found while following particular Twitter hashtags 

and using RSS to capture targeted searches. I discuss how they can spot trends, recognize 

experts and develop story ideas simply by setting aside some time to scroll through their 

personalized “story idea” news feed.  

And the students apparently take note, as this one mentioned in a reflection paper she wrote: 

“The best advice you gave us in class was subscribing to an RSS feed to get news and 

information easily. I subscribed to a Google RSS feeder, and I now spend lots of time on it 

looking for stories and trying to look for possible ideas.” 

After setting up a Google Reader in class and talking in small groups about how best to 

populate it, students are required to bring in five story ideas that they have gleaned from their 

newly developed “story idea” feed. During the following week, the students discuss those ideas 

in class – much like editors and reporters would do in a news meeting. This ungraded 

assignment allows them to practice before they turn in their first story pitch, which is graded 

using this rubric. 

As part of this teaching unit, students learn the following:    

 How to curate social media for all phases of their reporting. Students learn to follow the 
most pertinent and interesting hashtags and sources by exploring advanced Twitter 
search, Twitter lists and apps such as Social Mention, Topsy and Listorious. 

 

 The concept of RSS and how to set up a Google Reader.  
 

 How to think creatively about story ideas and story development. 
 

 How to hone a broad idea into a focused story. 

http://unlnnn.wordpress.com/syllabus-schedules/


 

 How to write a successful story pitch.  
 
I provide plenty of resources about these topics – including the lecture’s PowerPoint – on the 

class blog. 

Students routinely respond positively to the assignment and lecture, as this student did in his 

reflection paper.  

“I'm finding the RSS reader fascinating, and I see its potential to help me. I wish I had found out 

about this a bit earlier.” 
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