TEACHER PAGES
Sorting Loaded Headlines About the Verity Falls Water Main
Classroom activity · Grade 7 · English Language Arts
A grade 7 ELA card sort in which teams classify ten headlines about one pipe project as neutral, favorable, or critical, then rewrite two of them without judgment.
	Time
	45 minutes

	Prep
	Low prep

	Materials
	• Ten headline cards per group, cut from the handout
• Three labeled sorting mats or sheets of paper per group
• Printed fact sheet, one per student

	Answer key
	At the end of this document

	License
	Public domain (CC0). Copy, edit, and share freely, without attribution.



Objectives
1. Students will classify headlines as neutral, favorable, or critical and cite the signal word.
1. Students will compare each headline against a shared fact sheet to test its accuracy.
1. Students will rewrite a loaded headline so it reports the same facts without judgment.

Standards
RI.7.1 (Common Core ELA): Cite several pieces of textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text.
How this material addresses it: Teams must cite the specific word or phrase in each headline, and the matching line in the fact sheet, that supports their classification, and the fact-check step in direction 6 requires several separate fact-sheet details to show which headlines claim more than the facts support.
Vocabulary
Water main: A big underground pipe that carries drinking water beneath the streets to a neighborhood. Smaller service lines branch off it to reach each building.
Also: neutral, connotation, loaded language, objective
Teacher overview
Ten headlines describe the same pipe replacement project in the fictional town of Verity Falls, and most of them are technically defensible. Groups of three or four sort the headline cards into neutral, favorable, and critical piles, and the sorting rule is what does the teaching: a card may move to a new pile only when someone names the exact word doing the work. The activity closes with students rewriting two loaded headlines into neutral ones, which is where the difference between reporting a fact and steering a reader becomes concrete.
Activity Directions
1. Setup, 5 minutes. Print one handout per student and one extra copy per group to cut into ten headline cards. Arrange desks in groups of three or four. Give each group three sheets of paper labeled neutral, favorable, and critical.
1. Read the fact sheet together, 6 minutes. Read the fact sheet aloud. Tell students that everything on it is agreed to be accurate about the project in the town of Verity Falls, and that every headline they will sort was written about this same project. Point out that a headline can be accurate and still push a reader in a direction.
1. Model one card, 4 minutes. Take a headline none of the groups will sort, such as "Crews Race to Beat Winter on Pipe Project," and think aloud. Name the word "race," say what feeling it adds, and place it in a pile. Then say what the neutral version would be.
1. First sort, 8 minutes. Groups place all ten cards into the three piles. The rule is that a card cannot be placed until a group member names the word or phrase that decided it. Cards with no such word go in the neutral pile.
1. Challenge round, 7 minutes. Groups move one table over and read the neighboring group's piles. A student may move one card, but only by naming a different word than the first group named. Groups return and hear the challenges.
1. Fact check, 6 minutes. Groups compare each headline in the favorable and critical piles with the fact sheet and mark any headline that says more than the facts support. This step separates a word that carries feeling from a claim that is not accurate.
1. Rewrite, 6 minutes. Individually, students complete handout items 11 and 12, rewriting two loaded headlines so they report the same information without judgment.
1. Debrief, 3 minutes. Ask two questions and take answers from three groups. First: which single word moved the most cards today? Second: was every loaded headline also inaccurate? Listen for students recognizing that a headline can be slanted and still true, which is the harder idea of the lesson.

Differentiation
Support
Give these groups six cards instead of ten, chosen so two are clearly neutral, two clearly favorable, and two clearly critical. Provide a word bank of the signal words in the set, so the naming rule becomes a matching task. Reduce the writing to item 11 only.
Extension
Ask these students to write an eleventh headline that is accurate, neutral, and still more interesting to read than headline 7, then explain in two sentences what makes a neutral headline dull and what can be done about it without slanting it.
ELL supports
Pre-teach "neutral," "loaded," and "objective" with a pair of sentences about the same lunch, one plain and one exaggerated. Provide the ten headlines with the signal words already underlined for a first pass, and let students sort by underlined words before removing the support. Accept spoken justifications in place of written ones during the sort.
Extensions
Students collect three real headlines about any local decision from a school newsletter or a community bulletin board, sort them with the same three categories, and write one sentence for each explaining the word that decided the sort.
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Student Handout
Fact sheet: the Norling Road water main, town of Verity Falls.
The water main under Norling Road is cast iron and was installed in the 1920s. It has broken four times in the past six years. The utility says pipes of this age and material break more often as they corrode from the inside. Nationally, a water main breaks roughly every two minutes, according to talking points from the American Society of Civil Engineers.
The council voted to replace about four miles of the main. The project will cost about $4.6 million. The utility estimates the work will add about $3 to the average household's monthly bill for the next twenty years. Some residents told the council that the increase is hard to absorb. Others said they have already paid for repairs after breaks flooded their basements.
Work is scheduled to begin in April and to last about fourteen months. Norling Road will stay open with one lane during construction. The utility says replacement should reduce breaks on that stretch. It has not promised that discolored water will stop, since discoloration also comes from other pipes in the system.
The ten headlines. Classify each one as neutral, favorable, or critical. Write the word or phrase that decided your answer.
1. City to Replace Aging Norling Road Water Main




1. Ratepayers Face Steep New Burden for Pipe Project




1. Verity Falls Finally Fixes Its Crumbling Pipes




1. Council Approves $4.6 Million Main Replacement




1. Officials Push Costly Pipe Plan Despite Objections




1. New Main Will End Decades of Brown Water




1. Water Department Schedules Norling Road Work for April




1. Homeowners Blindsided by Water Bill Hike




1. Smart Investment Will Protect Verity Falls for Generations




1. Main Replacement to Add About $3 to the Average Monthly Bill




1. Rewrite headline 5 so it reports the same information without judgment.




1. Rewrite headline 9 so it reports the same information without judgment.
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ANSWER KEY · FOR TEACHERS
Sorting Loaded Headlines About the Verity Falls Water Main
Classroom activity · Grade 7 · English Language Arts
1. Answer: Neutral.
"Aging" describes the pipe's age, which the fact sheet supports, and no word praises or blames anyone.
1. Answer: Critical.
"Steep" and "burden" both add judgment. The fact sheet reports an increase of about $3 a month and residents on both sides of it.
1. Answer: Favorable.
"Finally" implies the town should have acted sooner, and "crumbling" is stronger than the fact sheet's description of corrosion and four breaks. This card is the most contested one in the set, since the headline praises the repair while faulting the delay, so accept a critical placement from a group that names "finally" as blame directed at the town.
1. Answer: Neutral.
The headline reports the vote and the figure, both of which appear on the fact sheet.
1. Answer: Critical.
"Push" suggests forcing, "costly" adds judgment, and "despite objections" frames the council as ignoring residents.
1. Answer: Favorable, and not accurate.
The utility has not promised that discolored water will stop, so this headline claims more than the facts support. Groups should flag it in step 6.
1. Answer: Neutral.
The headline reports the schedule and nothing more.
1. Answer: Critical.
"Blindsided" claims residents had no warning, which the fact sheet does not support, and "hike" is a loaded word for an increase.
1. Answer: Favorable.
"Smart investment" and "for generations" praise the decision rather than report it.
1. Answer: Neutral.
The headline reports the estimate accurately, including the word "about."
1. Answer: Accept any rewrite that reports the vote and the cost without judgment.
A proficient rewrite reads close to "Council Approves $4.6 Million Main Replacement Over Resident Objections," which keeps the objections as a fact, drops "push," and replaces "costly" with the figure from the fact sheet.
1. Answer: Accept any rewrite that reports the project's purpose without praise.
A proficient rewrite reads close to "Main Replacement Expected to Reduce Breaks on Norling Road," which keeps the utility's stated expectation and drops "smart" and "for generations."
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