
IN-CLASS 
MEDIA LITERACY 
HANDBOOK



Sofia, 2018
© Association of European Journalists-Bulgaria

Editorial team (in alphabetical order): 
Iva Tashkova 
Julia Mishkova
Silvia Petrova
Sophia Kleinsasser

Design and layout:
B+RED Agency

A special thank you to Stony Brook University and Newseum for providing the materials on which most of the 
modules in this In-class Media Literacy Handbook are based.

Support for the Grantee Association of European Journalists-Bulgaria is provided by the America for Bulgaria 
Foundation. The statements and opinions expressed herein are solely those of the Grantee  Association of 
European Journalists-Bulgaria and do not necessarily reflect the views of the America for Bulgaria Foundation or 
its affiliates.



INTRODUCTION           4

MODULES            
01. The Role of the Free Press           8 
Key Concepts            15
02. Quality Journalism, Part I: The Basics        20
Key Concepts            26
03. Quality Journalism, Part II: Disinformation       29 
Key Concepts            35
04. Quality Journalism, Part III: Disinformation       37
Key Concepts            44
05. My Role as a Media Consumer: Part I        50
Key Concepts            56
06. My Role as a Media Consumer: Part II        58
Key Concepts            64

APPENDIX            
01. Act 5-6 Main Concepts of News Literacy-Original       66 
01. Act 5-6 Main Concepts of News Literacy-Adapted       67
02. Act 3 SPJ Code of Ethics-Original         69
02. Act 3 SPJ Code of Ethics-Adapted         71
02. Act 6 New York Times-Reporter routinely faked articles-Original     75
02. Act 6 New York Times-Reporter routinely faked articles-Adapted     77
03. Act 1 Fundamentals of News-Video Transcript       79
03. Act 3 Fundamentals of News Worksheet        81
03. Act 4 How Social Media Endangers Knowledge-Original      83
03. Act 4 How Social Media Endangers Knowledge-Adapted      85
03. Act 4 If you want to run the world study a useless subject-Original     87
03. Act 4 If you want to run the world study a useless subject-Adapted     89
03. Act 4 Miseducating the Youth-Original        91
03. Act 4 Miseducating the Youth-Adapted        92
03. Act 4 Why Men Do Not Believe the Data on Gender Bias in Science-Original    94
03. Act 4 Why Men Do Not Believe the Data on Gender Bias in Science-Adapted    96
04. Act 3 Fake News Types Handout         98
04. Act 3 Headlines           100
04. Act 7 In Washington Pizzeria Attack, Fake News Brought Real Guns-Original    101
04. Act 7 In Washington Pizzeria Attack, Fake News Brought Real Guns-Adapted    103
05. Act 1 Cases            105
05. Act 4 A Real-Life Case Study          107
05. Act 6 ONA Guidelines-Original         109
05. Act 6 ONA Guidelines-Adapted         111
05. Act 6 UNICEF Guidelines-Original         115
05. Act 6 UNICEF Guidelines-Adapted         117
06. Act 1 Fact Fred comic book          119
06. Act 2 Media Pyramid          132
06. Act 3 News for Fact Checking         133
06. Act 4 Media Diet           136

CONTENTS



4

INTRODUCTION

LESSON TIMELINE

1/The Role of the Free Press
DECEMBER

WELCOME TO THE MEDIA LITERACY HANDBOOK FOR HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS

We aim to equip high school students in Bulgaria with the necessary skills to critically assess, interpret, and 
analyze information by introducing a media literacy program in cooperation with the Fulbright/America for 
Bulgaria Foundation Program for U.S. English Teaching Assistants.
 
Our rationale is simple. Navigating media in the digital age, in the time of 24-hour news cycles and fake news, can 
be challenging. Being informed, however, is crucial to understanding the world around you, making better career 
choices and competing on a labor market that is quickly changing. Moreover, having informed voters is essential 
for the development of a healthy democratic society.

Using the materials here, you will advance students’ understanding of quality journalism and help them become 
more conscious of their own media consumption. 

Some of the themes in the handbook include: 
The role of a free press in democratic societies
Quality journalism and distinguishing between real news and disinformation
How people consume media and what it means be a responsible media consumer

INTRODUCTION

Lesson Goals

Key Points
1. Ss will be able to explain the concept of 
the media. 

2. Ss will understand and should be able 
to explain the role of the free press in a 
democratic society.

3. Ss will learn why it’s important to be 
media literate in the era of social media 
and 24/7 news cycles.

Importance of the free press. 

Importance of good journalism.  

Media literacy and its importance in today’s 
society.
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INTRODUCTION

2/ Quality Journalism, Part I: The Basics

3/ Quality Journalism, Part II: Fact and Opinion

JANUARY

FEBRUARY

INTRODUCTION

Lesson Goals

Key Points
1. Ss will get acquainted with the basics of 
quality journalism.

2. Ss will learn what ethical journalism 
means and get acquainted with ethical 
standards.

 What does good/quality journalism mean? 

 What are the basic standards of journalism 
and journalist ethics? 

How is the news made? Ethical debate and 
decision-making.

Lesson Goals

Key Points
1. Ss will be able to identify the 
messages behind different types of articles 
and journalistic work and answer the 
question, “What is news”? 

2. Ss will be able to differentiate between 
fact and opinion.

What is news?

 What is the difference between a fact and 
an opinion? Key definitions.

How is news different from journalism? 
Key definitions.
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INTRODUCTION

4/ Quality Journalism, Part III: Disinformation

5/ My Role as a Media Consumer: Part I

MARCH

APRIL

Lesson Goals

Key Points
1. Ss will differentiate between fake news 
and real news. 

2. Ss will understand the nature of 
disinformation and types of fake news. 

3. Ss will know how to identify 
disinformation.

What is disinformation and why is it important 
to know the difference between fake and real 

news?

 Types of disinformation and fake news.

How to spot fake news.

Lesson Goals

Key Points
1. Ss will understand their rights as sources 
of information. 

2. Ss will understand the consequences of 
sharing personal information and opinions 
online/on social media. 

The right to privacy.

My rights as a source.

What to do if my rights are violated?
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INTRODUCTION

HOW TO USE THIS HANDBOOK

6/ My Role as a Media Consumer: Part II
MAY

The handbook contains six modules. In every module, you can find the objectives, expected results, key points, 
and activity plan. In addition to that, there are key concepts included which students should master by doing the 
activities. 

While classes in the average Bulgarian high school are usually 40 minutes long, we have added activities for 
about 60-80 minutes in every module. This is so you can choose which activities to do for each module with 
some flexibility, as long as you cover all the objectives — you’ll find out in the lesson plan which activities cover 
which objectives. You can decide how to incorporate them into your classes, following the provided sequence of 
learning objectives and themes.

The modules are designed as lessons that should be easy to adapt to the English proficiency of your students. 
The resources for the in-class activities are available at the B-1 and C-1 levels, according to the Common European 
Framework of Reference for Languages. Every lesson offers additional, easy-to-use resources and materials to 
advance student’s understanding of the specific topic.

All the lesson plans also include a variety of homework assignments, but it’s possible to adapt these as in-class 
activities too.

We hope this handbook will be a useful tool for teaching media literacy to high school students in Bulgaria 
during your English Teaching Assistantship Program. 

From the authors

INTRODUCTION

Lesson Goals

Key Points
1. Ss will explore and document their 
own media consumption in order to 
become more responsible readers, 
listeners, and viewers. Where do I get my news? 

Tools for verifying fake inormation (online 
fact-checking). 

When you see something, do something.



THE ROLE OF 
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 THE ROLE OF THE FREE PRESS 

OBJECTIVES

OUTLINE OF THE KEY CONCEPTS
(See the corresponding Key Concepts Section) 

EXPECTED RESULTS

The “Free Press” module will get students acquainted with the main role and aim of the media in democratic 
societies. This first lesson is fundamental for the follow-up modules, which will elaborate on a basic understanding 
and critical attitude towards the current media environment. In order to understand the essential problems of 
media today, and to become responsible media consumers, it is vitally important that students are aware of the 
following:

The main role of the media has always been to inform society about everything that’s going on;
A free press is essential for democratic societies and gives everyone the right to express their opinion;
One of the media’s main functions is to act as a “watchdog” over all institutions and their work;
The media has been facing quite a few new challenges in recent years and, in the era of the Internet, today it’s 

more important than ever to think critically towards the information we receive.

1.  Ss will be able to explain the concept of the media. 
2.  Ss will understand and should be able to explain the role of the free press in a democratic society.
3.  Ss will learn why it’s important to be media literate in the era of social media and 24/7 news cycles.

1. What is “The Media?” The word media means different things, depending on how it is used, but various 
types of news can: 

Alert Us
Divert Us
Connect Us
 

2. What is a free press? The media plays the following roles in a democratic society:

As gatekeeper 
As agenda-setter 
As watchdog

Understanding:

You are the media’s audience 
The First Amendment

3. Flow of Information: from Gutenberg to Zuckerberg. 

4. What is Media Literacy? Why is it important to be media literate?

Four serious information literacy challenges facing civil society in the digital age.
Main concepts of media literacy

Ss understand the importance of an independent press for democracy. 
Ss understand why the free press can serve the public interest as a “watchdog.” 
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ACTIVITIES LESSON 
OBJECTIVE TIME

1.  Plenary Discussion about Students’ Understanding of Media 1 15 min

2.  Which story Alerts? Diverts? Connects? 1 12 min

3.  The Role of the Free Press 2 20 min

4.  The Dangers of Journalism 2 17 min

5.  Group Exercise: The importance of media literacy and its basic elements 3 10 min

6.  Robin Round Discussion 3 20 - 25 min

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER READING

LESSON LENGTH

VOCABULARY

·  Digital Age Rewrites the Role of Journalism (The Guardian): Discussion of a new and difficult-to-answer 
question made relevant by the digital age: Who is a journalist?

·  Fake News Is Not the Only Problem (Points): This article addresses how bias, propaganda, and deliberately 
misleading information spread in the digital age. 

· So, what is a free press? (The Guardian) Arguments about how to protect a free press assume that everyone 
knows what a free press is, yet that is where the real disagreements lie. 

·  Journalists (Last Week Tonight with John Oliver | YouTube): An amusing, yet troubling, discussion about the 
importance of traditional media and its ongoing decline.

· Democracy, Civic Engagement and the Role of the Free Press (Knight Foundation): Jack Knight, like the 
Founding Fathers, knew that a well-informed community is a prerequisite to a well-functioning democracy — 
and you can’t have either without a free press. 

·  On the Anti-Vax Controversy (WNYC On the Media): Radio commentary on irresponsible media reporting on 
vaccines in the U.S. 

·  Vaccine refusal helped fuel Disneyland measles outbreak, study says (Los Angeles Times): News report on the 
public health impact of misinformation about vaccines.

· Why is Media Literacy Important? A Personal View (Center for Media Literacy): Tessa Jolls’ view on the 
importance of media literacy

Free Press
Democracy
Media Literacy
Watchdog
Gatekeeper
Agenda-Setter
First Amendment
Flow of Information

40-75 minutes

 THE ROLE OF THE FREE PRESS 

LESSON  PLAN: ACTIVITIES AND TIMEFRAME: 

https://www.theguardian.com/sustainability/sustainability-report-2012-people-nuj
https://points.datasociety.net/fake-news-is-not-the-problem-f00ec8cdfcb#.y67hjlvfc
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/nov/23/what-is-a-free-press
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bq2_wSsDwkQ
https://knightfoundation.org/speeches/democracy-civic-engagement-and-the-role-of-the-free-press
http://www.wnyc.org/story/anti-vax-non-troversy/
http://www.latimes.com/science/sciencenow/la-sci-sn-disneyland-measles-under-vaccination-20150316-story.html
http://www.medialit.org/reading-room/why-media-literacy-important-personal-view
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TITLE PLENARY DISCUSSION ABOUT STUDENTS’ UNDERSTANDING OF THE MEDIA

TIME 15 minutes

STEPS

1. Show the video (1 min).
2. Prompt a discussion about the different types of media, shown in the video. Ask Ss to define 
‘media’ on their own (5 min).
3. Sum up definitions of media on the whiteboard (4 min).
4. Give the main definition and explanation of media on a handout (1 min).
5. Ask Ss how these definitions are different from their own understanding and collect the answers 
(5 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bBP_kswrtrw
Internet connection, laptop, projector, whiteboard, handout with the main definitions

HOMEWORK ACTIVITIES
Assignment: Please write your answer to one of these questions in less than 300 words:

What do you think might happen if more journalists in the world gave in to intimidation instead of continuing 
their work in the face of danger? 

What challenges does freedom of the press face today?

(Choose one prompt)

Media Literacy:

Divide the class into several groups and assign them a media literacy concept [see the literacy section]. Each 
group has to find, present and share their recent news media example and explain how it relates to the news 
literacy concept they were assigned. Other students can offer feedback on how well this example relates, or they 
can expand on that example with additional information.

ACTIVITY 1

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bBP_kswrtrw
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TITLE THE ROLE OF THE FREE PRESS

TIME 20 minutes

STEPS

1. Show a short video about the Watergate scandal (3 min).
2. Prompt a discussion about ethical journalism using the following questions (10 min):

What is a free press?
What is the role of the free press in democratic countries?
Why is it important to have a free press?

3. Ask Ss to come up with their own definitions of a free press and the role of the free press in 
democratic societies (2 min).
4. If you have time, engage Ss in a discussion using the following prompt: Why it is important to have 
a free press/independent media in a democracy? (5 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

https://www.history.com/topics/watergate
Internet connection, laptop, projector 

TITLE WHICH STORY ALERTS? DIVERTS? CONNECTS?

TIME 12 minutes

STEPS

1. Show the headlines below (2 min).
2. Have Ss discuss the topic in pairs the topic and point out what different aspects are presented in 
the three stories (3 min).
3. Explain the three main goals of news (3 min).
4. Ask Ss: Which story Alerts? Diverts? Connects? (1 min)
5. Have Ss think alone for 1 min, then discuss their answers in pairs for 1 min, and then ask volunteers 
to share with the whole class (3 min).
6. Sum up what the three concepts mean (1 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Headline 1: In a deadly season, a grieving mother who lost a child to the flu fights back
Ann M. Simmons, “In a deadly season, a grieving mother who lost a child to the flu fights back,” Los 
Angeles Times, February 27, 2018.
Headline 2: Here’s What You should know about the flu season this year
Lena H. Sun, “Here’s what you should know about the flu season this year,” Washington Post, March 2, 
2018
Headline 3: Cold and flu season isn’t funny--unless you’re reading these hilarious parent tweets
Sonja Haller, “Cold and flu season isn’t funny--unless you’re reading these hilarious parent tweets,” All the 
Moms (The USA Today Network), February 27, 2017

ACTIVITY 2

ACTIVITY 3

https://www.history.com/topics/1970s/watergate-scandal-video
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MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YeFzeNAHEhU

Internet connection, laptop, projector, whiteboard, printed handouts with the examples

Background information about the case:

In the video, The Tank Man or the Unknown Protester is the nickname of an anonymous man who stood 
in front of a column of tanks on June 5th, 1989, the morning after the Chinese military had suppressed 
the Tiananmen Square protests by force. The man achieved widespread international recognition due 
to the videotape and photographs taken of the incident. An iconic photograph of him has long been 
banned and is next to impossible to see on the Internet in China.

Whenever the anniversary of June 4th rolls around, Chinese Internet censors block any term that might 
refer to the commemoration, but China’s netizens (a user of the Internet, especially a habitual or keen 
one) have been empowered by social media. They have clever ways of evading censorship – instead of 
June 4th, 1989, they tried 1089 for a while. Most recently, they used May 35th or 535th (May 31st plus 4 
days). 

It’s part of journalists’ jobs to inform the public about such disturbing events, sometimes even risking 
their lives to do so. After the protest, the Chinese government went further to expel foreign reporters 
and censor media coverage of the demonstrations, destroying the materials of photographers and 
cameramen. To this day, some Chinese people are unaware of the existence of the Unknown Protester 
photo, a fact that demonstrates the power of censorship. 

Journalists and others have risked being killed for the information that they have discovered and fought 
to publish. 

In 2002, Daniel Pearl, the Wall Street Journal South Asia Bureau Chief, was in Pakistan to investigate links 
between Richard Reid (the “shoe bomber”) and Al-Qaeda. It seemed like a lucky break when he got a call 
telling him where to rendezvous for an interview with Sheikh Mubarak Ali Gilani in Karachi. A militant 
group calling itself The National Movement for the Restoration of Pakistani Sovereignty kidnapped him 
near the Metropole Hotel. Using used a Hotmail address, they declared him a CIA operative and listed 
the usual demands: prisoner releases, change of policy, troop withdrawal…or else.

ACTIVITY 4

TITLE THE DANGERS OF JOURNALISM

TIME 17 minutes

STEPS

1. Show the video below (2 min).
2. Give Ss printed handouts with the examples below for reading (5 min).
3. Engage Ss in a discussion by asking the following questions. (10 min):

Is journalism worth dying for?
What are the dangers of being a journalist?
Why do journalists become targeted?
Why do the powerful want to control the flow of information?
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TITLE ROBIN ROUND DISCUSSION

TIME 20 -25 minutes

STEPS

1. Divide Ss in 4 groups, representing different concepts of media literacy  (1 min).
2. In the groups, each student should give an example of a recent story they’ve read that illustrates 
the main concept they’ve received. Then the group has to decide, by voting for example, which is the 
best one and then present it to the other groups (10 min).
3. Ss have 5 minutes to think of an appropriate example or to find one through their own mobile 
devices. Then each of them has 1 minute to share with the others (* the time needed here depends on 
the number of students in every group).
4. Each group presents the news example they picked to the class for 3 minutes and explains why they 
chose it (10 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Access to mobile devices and Internet; Main Concepts of News Literacy (see Appendix)

There was no response to public pleas from Pearl’s editor, nor from his wife Mariane, who was six months 
pregnant with their first child.

Nine days after Danny Pearl was kidnapped, his captors released a video of his beheading and 4 months 
later, his body was found in a shallow grave at Gadap, about 30 miles from Karachi. In the grave was the 
jacket of the tracksuit Pearl had been wearing. 

ACTIVITY 5

ACTIVITY 6

TITLE GROUP EXERCISE: MEDIA LITERACY AND ITS BASIC ELEMENTS

TIME 10 minutes

STEPS

1. Divide the class into three groups (1 min).
2. Pick one of the media literacy concepts [below] and assign it to each group (1 min).
3. Ss discuss whether they agree with that concept and why (5 min).
4. Ss share with the class their understanding of the given concept for 1 min (3 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Handouts with the main definitions: Main Concepts of News Literacy (see Appendix); Access to cell 
phones/laptops for each group
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WHAT IS “THE MEDIA?” 

The word media means different things, depending on how it is used. Media is the plural form of the word medium. A 
medium is a method of communicating information, entertainment, or other messages. Television is one popular 
medium. Radio, the Internet, and cell phones are all examples of commonly used media. The term ‘mass media’ 
refers to methods of communicating with large numbers of people. A lot of media outlets exist purely for enter-
tainment, such as movies and television sitcoms. But when you hear someone talk about “the media,” they are 
usually referring to the news and sources of information about current events. Paying attention to the media is 
how we stay informed about what’s going on in the world around us and what our government is doing. 
There is there a universal need to share and receive information.
We like to say that the appetite for news is in our DNA, as we look to news to:

Alert Us
Divert Us
Connect Us

We rely on news that 

Alerts Us: 

News includes information that alerts us to dangers or opportunities ahead, as many of us learned when 
Superstorm Sandy AND a full moon combined to knock out power to millions of people in New York, New Jersey 
and Connecticut…or in 2014, when the Polar Vortex storms cancelled thousands of flights and destroyed crops. 

Diverts Us:

We don’t read political news or crime reports all the time. But we can’t resist reading about celebrities or following 
other news that amuses us.
Stories that amuse and entertain us are also news. Don’t be embarrassed to admit you subscribe to gossip 
columns or watched the livestream of the royal wedding. The fact is, news is often a form of entertainment.

Trust us, it’s really nothing new.

Example: The Roman Emperor Cicero ordered news about Rome delivered to him via messenger when he was 
away. He realized that the news in these letters was mostly gossip: which gladiators were matched up, who was 
on trial for some scandalous or embarrassing crime, what rumor about the Emperor was spreading around.

Connects Us: 

As did stories told around the campfire or in the darkness of grass huts at the dawn of human history, some news 
stories connect us. The telling and re-telling of them and talking about them lie deep in our DNA. Human interest 
stories, like the story of the death of a beloved public figure, connect us through our shared history. Studying 
other people’s lives helps us to imagine how we may rise to the occasion when life’s inevitable losses hit us.

KEY CONCEPTS
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FREE PRESS

However, the role of the free press is much more significant and complex.

Basic definition: In order for the media to be free, the government cannot censor what can or cannot be published 
by the press; in today’s media landscape, the press includes established news organization but also all of us who 
take advantage of platforms that allow us to create and share information. 

Throughout history and today, there has been an ongoing debate about how far freedom of the press should really 
go. Should the press be allowed to publish information that would embarrass our leaders? That could jeopardize 
national security? That could harm someone’s job prospects? One of our roles as citizens in a democracy that 
protects freedom of the press is to understand why it is sometimes contentious and weigh the pros and cons on 
each side of the debate.

A free press is important in a democratic society. It allows citizens to speak freely and criticize the country's 
leaders without fear. Some journalists have even lost their lives for that right.

THE MEDIA AS GATEKEEPER

A gatekeeper stands guard at a gate and decides who gets to pass through and who doesn’t. In its role as 
gatekeeper, the media decides which stories and issues are important enough to receive public attention — and 
which aren’t. As a citizen, it is important for you to realize there are many serious events and issues you will never 
hear about on the evening news. Each news outlet has its own criteria for deciding which stories get through the 
gate and into the public eye. To understand why, you need to understand two things: 1) the media is a business 
and 2) the media is almost always biased. 

Gatekeeper: “ B” is for Business

Most people get their news from television, the radio, or newspapers (either print or online). With the exception 
of PBS, the Public Broadcasting System, most are commercial or for-profit sources. They make money by selling 
time or space to advertisers. But advertisers won’t pay for ads nobody will see, so for-profit media must make the 
news as exciting as possible to attract lots of viewers. But let’s face it: News programs are not always as exciting 
as, say, action films. In order to survive in today’s culture, television news must keep things short, fast paced, and 
exciting. On-the-hour radio news programs are even shorter. The stories most likely to get through the gate are 
those that are the most gripping (ever wonder why the “news” is full of car crashes and house fires?) or that affect 
the largest number of people. If a story can’t be told in a quick, 15-second soundbite, it’s likely to be left outside 
the gate.

Gatekeeper: “B” is for Biased

Biased means favoring one view over another. As a human being, it is impossible to be completely unbiased even 
if you try. The media is made up of human beings; therefore, even when media outlets try to be unbiased, they’re 
not always successful. Bias may cause the media to open the gate to some stories instead of others or to report 
stories in a way that is weighted toward one side. There are many causes of bias.
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THE MEDIA AS AGENDA-SETTER

Because of its role as gatekeeper, the media is largely responsible for deciding what issues are discussed in the 
public sphere. That means that the media also determines which issues are on the public agenda, which is the 
to-do list of issues prioritized by the public. An issue won’t get on the public agenda unless it is being discussed 
in the public sphere, and it won’t be discussed in the public sphere if nobody has ever heard about it. 

THE MEDIA AS WATCHDOG

A real watchdog stands guard and barks loudly to alert the owner if there is something wrong. In its role as 
watchdog, the media keeps watch over the government and others in power. It speaks out to alert the public 
if something happens that shouldn’t. Local news stations often have a segment in which they investigate 
people’s problems. Entire hour-long news shows are devoted to exposés, which are stories designed to expose 
wrongdoing. Government officials who engage in bad behavior know they will be on every news show and 
newspaper in the country if they are caught. Although a watchdog will bark when there is something wrong, 
most of the time the watchdog just watches. Thanks to the media, we live in a world where we can turn on the 
television and watch our government in action at any given moment. Simply reporting information is playing 
watchdog, too. Without the media, we would not know what is happening behind closed doors.

THE MEDIA’S AUDIENCE: YOU

A watchdog doesn’t do any good if nobody is paying attention. The public sphere and the public agenda both 
depend on the same thing — the public, which is made up of people like you. If the media reported an event 
and nobody watched or responded, it would have no influence at all. In the same way, the public influences 
the media because the media can’t function without peoples’ attention. How people respond to the media’s 
reporting can affect which stories get through the gate. The media’s role as agenda-setter is controversial. Some 
people don’t think for-profit corporations should set our public agenda. They worry that many important issues 
will never get public attention. Some issues just aren’t exciting enough to compete with entertainment. Others 
are too complex to fit into a short soundbite. Although the public decides which issues to care about, the media 
only tells the public about a few of the issues that exist. Therefore, people worry that the public does not really 
have much of a choice about what issues are important. People also worry that a biased media influences the 
public agenda toward one way of thinking over another.

In the United States, the First Amendment’s connection of freedom of speech and freedom of the press is 
significant. Free speech and a free press together allow people to obtain information from a wide range of sources 
that are not dictated or restricted by the government, so that they can make decisions, develop opinions, and 
communicate their views to the government (by voting, assembling, protesting, sharing ideas, etc.). Together, 
free speech and a free press are essential to the public’s ability to become informed and to actively participate in 
a democratic society. 

People kill and risk death over information. 

There is a constant struggle to control information. Information is powerful, and people go to unimaginable 
lengths to spread it and to control it. Technology has always served to amplify the Power of Information. The 
printing press served to multiply the power of Information, leading the way to greater democratization of 
access to information, something which ruling elites have jealously guarded since the beginning of recorded 
history.  The advent of the Internet and more recently Social Media have further democratized not only access 
to information but also its spread.
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FLOW OF INFORMATION 

The Gutenberg printing press launched a communications revolution that altered power relationships around 
the world. But Gutenberg’s revolution and subsequent communications advances, like radio and television, 
still largely left the power to publish in the hands of corporations, interest groups, governments, and wealthy 
individuals.

This latest communications revolution has transformed society anew by making it possible for everyone with 
access to a computer or a smartphone to publish information. It is a positive development that the public is 
now empowered to share knowledge with others, but as Uncle Ben told Peter Parker of Spider-Man: “With great 
power comes great responsibility.” A major element of our course is to convince our students that they have a 
major role to play in the quality of information on the Internet and in social media. 

These challenges have created the demand for a new kind of literacy. A healthy civil society can exist only if the 
public is well-informed. If people can be easily led to believe rumors or gossip, the consequences can be quite 
dangerous.

A new generation of news-literate citizens who demand high-quality information will also shape the future of 
journalism, determining the balance between information that is important versus that which is merely titillating 
– a struggle that has been part of journalism from its beginnings. Savvy news consumers are already beginning to 
understand the value of having journalists authenticate and then put into context the deluge of information we're 
flooded with constantly. Citizens can vote for reliable information by frequenting websites and following social 
media outlets that check the facts as much as possible, strive to avoid conflicts of interest, and take responsibility 
for the information they publish. Just as it is often said that democratic citizens get the government they deserve, 
in the 21st century, newly empowered consumers will get the journalism they deserve.

The ability of the next generations of citizens to judge the reliability and relevance of information will be a leading 
indicator of the public health of civil societies around the world.

News Literacy is defined as "The ability to use critical thinking to judge the reliability and credibility of information, 
whether it comes via print, television or the Internet."
Examples of this include understanding the distinctions between journalism, opinion journalism, and bloviation, 
what the meaning of fairness and balance is, and the responsibilities that come with having a mini printing press 
in your pocket, among other issues. 

THE DIGITAL AGE POSES FOUR SERIOUS INFORMATION LITERACY CHALLENGES 
FOR CIVIL SOCIETY:

1. The amount of information we are flooded with daily makes it difficult to sort out what's reliable.
2. New technologies for creating and sharing information make it easy to first create content that only appears 
authoritative and then to spread it virally.
3. The conflict between speed and accuracy has been exacerbated by digital-age demands for delivering 
information as fast as possible, but accelerating that process increases the chance it will be wrong.
4. Humans prefer information that supports our beliefs, and the Internet and social media make it much easier for 
us to select only the information that supports our ideas, thus reinforcing rather than challenging them.
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 THE ROLE OF THE FREE PRESS 

Used thoughtlessly, your powers as citizens can also be dangerous.

Reacting to the fears of U.S. citizens, our government moved Japanese Americans out of their homes and into 
detention camps during World War II.

With the support of voters and Congress, African Americans were routinely denied equal treatment.
Using our power to think and speak for ourselves, citizens did that. It wasn’t some abstract THEM… it was US.

Used skillfully, our powers — to assemble peacefully, speak forcefully, and govern ourselves — often make 
America the gold standard for justice and freedom and a haven for the world’s freest and finest minds. But 
the constitution’s framers assumed citizens were worthy of these powers when they were well-informed. 
Information, reliable information that you can act upon, is the foundation of self-governance. But the world is 
flailing its way through an information revolution of historic importance.
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In this module, students will become acquainted with the main standards of quality journalism and all the 
principles that journalists should follow in their work. This understanding will help students in forming a 
critical attitude towards journalistic work as well as towards all the information they receive. Through roleplays, 
discussions, and studying core journalistic documents, students will be able to recognize and determine the 
quality of various journalistic pieces.

OBJECTIVES

1.  Ss will get acquainted with the basics of quality journalism.
2.  Ss will learn what ethical journalism means and get acquainted with ethical standards.

EXPECTED RESULTS

Ss recognize quality journalistic work.
Ss recognize the importance of ethical journalism.

OUTLINE OF THE KEY CONCEPTS
(See the corresponding Key Concepts Section)

1.  What is good/quality journalism? Definition of good/quality journalism; What is Journalistic Truth? Definition.
2.  Applying the V.I.A. test (Verification, Independence, Accountability).
3.  Ethical Journalism Network’s five core principles: 

Truth and Accuracy 
Independence 
Fairness and Impartiality 
Humanity 
Accountability

VOCABULARY

Quality Journalism
Code of Ethics
Journalistic Truth 
V.I.A.: Verification, Independence, Accountability
Fairness and Impartiality

LESSON LENGTH

40-75 minutes
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ACTIVITIES LESSON 
OBJECTIVE TIME

1.  What is Good/Quality Journalism? 1 10 min

2.  What Would You Do? 1 20-25 min

3.  SPJ’s Code of Ethics 2 20-25 min

4.  What Went Wrong? 2 20-25 min

5.  Ethics Debate 2 13 min

6.  Media Ethics Case Study 2 15 min

7. Role-play: Ethical journalism game 2 20 - 25 min

LESSON  PLAN: ACTIVITIES AND TIMEFRAME: 

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER READING
· What is Quality Journalism: and how can it be saved (Reuters Institute): Johanna Vehkoo, the literary editor 

at the Aamulehti newspaper in Finland and a Helsingin Sanomat-sponsored fellow, has written an extensive and 
very readable study examining the nature of quality journalism and how it can help save print media.

· Quality Journalism: The View from the Trenches (Reuters Institute): Jarmo Raivio, staff writer at the Finnish 
weekly news magazine Suomen Kuvalehti, has written a very interesting study on what editors and journalists 
think about quality journalism. 

· What is quality journalism? (The London School of Economics): This is the most important question for news 
organisations today, but do we know what it means? 

· The New York Times’ Standards and Ethics (The New York Times): A Handbook of Values and Practices for the 
News and Editorial Departments.

· A Handbook of Values and Practices for the News and Editorial Departments  (The New York Times): An 
updated and expanded set of guidelines for journalists’ use of social media. 

· BBC Code of Conduct (The BBC): This document spells out, clearly and simply, what we expect from you 
when you work with or for the BBC and what you can expect from the BBC in return. However junior or senior you 
are, wherever we are in the world. 

· BBC Editorial Guidelines  (The BBC): BBC’s editorial guidelines on reporting, the use of social media, etc.
· The Guardian's Editorial Code (The Guardian): Find out what rules Guardian journalists must adhere to and 

read The Guardian’s code of conduct for journalists.

HOMEWORK ACTIVITIES

Assignment: Choose a selection of at least two stories:

One that demonstrate the provisional nature of truth.
One that violates the basic principles of ethical journalism.

 
Write a short explanation of each story.

https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/our-research/what-quality-journalism-and-how-can-it-be-saved
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/our-research/quality-journalism-view-trenches
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/polis/2018/06/05/what-is-quality-journalism-the-most-important-question-for-news-organisations-today-but-do-we-know-what-it-means/
https://www.nytimes.com/editorial-standards/ethical-journalism.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/13/reader-center/social-media-guidelines.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/aboutthebbc/insidethebbc/howwework/policiesandguidelines/codeofconduct.html
https://www.bbc.co.uk/editorialguidelines/
https://www.theguardian.com/info/2015/aug/05/the-guardians-editorial-code
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TITLE WHAT WOULD YOU DO?

TIME 20 – 25 minutes

STEPS

1. Distribute the V.I.A. test definitions (3 min).
2. Divide the class into three groups, assigning each group one of the V.I.A. principles: Verification, 
Independence, or Accountability (2 min).
3. Read Ss the following scenario: You’re a reporter at a local newspaper. You receive an anonymous 
email that the daughter of the principal at your rival high school has been arrested on drunken 
driving charges. Would you report it?  (2 min).
4. Tell each group to use their assigned V.I.A. principle and to list all the necessary steps 
and information to consider in order to achieve it (7 min).
5. Each group shares the steps they have written down with the class (2 min per group – 6 min).
6. Conduct a class vote to decide whether to publish the story or not (2 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Handout with the V.I.A. test definitions

TITLE WHAT IS GOOD/QUALITY JOURNALISM?

TIME 8 minutes

STEPS

1. Ask Ss about their understanding of quality journalism (1 min).
2. Now have Ss discuss in pairs what good/quality journalism is and come up with their own 
definition (5 min).
3. Invite 2 or 3 pairs share their definitions with the class, then write the given definition [below] on 
the board and ask students whether they agree with it (3 min).

Definition of quality journalism: For the purposes of this course, we use the following definition. 
Based on high standards, journalism serves the public interest by providing facts and opinions in 
search of truth and evidence.

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Whiteboard and markers

ACTIVITY 1

ACTIVITY 2
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TITLE WHAT WENT WRONG?

TIME 20 - 25 minutes

STEPS

1. Divide Ss into two groups of 4 by counting off (3 min).
2. Ask Ss discuss within groups the following examples (See the Materials and Resources Section) and 
let them discuss which ethical standards the journalists have violated (10 min).
3. Have one group share their case study with the class and summarize the violation of the ethical 
standards in journalism, while the Ss in the other groups come up with suggestions about how those 
violations could have been avoided. Repeat, vice versa (10 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

The main ethical journalistic principles; access to Internet and mobile devices

Examples:
Case Study 1:
Newspaper A publishes an interview with a school principal. Two days later, their competitor, 
Newspaper B, copy-pastes the entire interview and publishes it on their website without crediting 
Newspaper A. One week later, the principal announces that the reporter who “did” the interview never 
contacted him and that he never talked to him, let alone answered any questions.

Case Study 2:
One of your classmates is having a party. Even though he’s underage, he gets drunk and then drives a 
couple of friends home. Police pull the car over and fine the driver for drunk driving. A random passer-by 
takes a photo of the driver and sends it to a local newspaper, which runs the photo in the paper.

DESCRIPTION THE SOCIETY OF PROFESSIONAL JOURNALISTS’ CODE OF ETHICS

TIME 20-25 minutes

STEPS

1. Distribute copies of SPJ’s Code of Ethics. Depending on Ss’ English proficiency, select the whole text 
or just parts of it (1-2 min).
2. Ask Ss to read the text individually and to answer the following questions in pairs (10-15 min):

What is ethics?
What are the key principles of ethical journalism?
What principles guide journalists as they work?

3. Prompt a discussion about ethical journalism. Use the following questions (10 min):
Why is it important to follow the ethical rules?
What do journalistic fairness, accuracy, and clarity look like?

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Printed handouts of the Code of Ethics (choose Ss’ level: if necessary, use only part of the Code of Ethics).

ACTIVITY 3

ACTIVITY 4
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TITLE MEDIA ETHICS CASE STUDY

TIME 15 minutes

STEPS

1. Give Ss handouts with the following story and give them time read it and answer the following 
question: What are the key ethical standards that The New York Times didn’t follow in this case?
2. Engage Ss in a discussion by asking the following questions (6 min):

Why did The New York Times fail at good journalism in this case?

What are the effects when this happens?

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Print out and give handouts of the following case study. New York Times: Reporter routinely faked 
articles (see Appendix)
More information: https://www.nytimes.com/2003/05/11/us/correcting-the-record-times-reporter-
who-resigned-leaves-long-trail-of-deception.html

TITLE ETHICS DEBATЕ

TIME 13 minutes

STEPS

1. Pair Ss up and give them the following scenario: You’re the editor of a school newspaper. Your 
assignment is to profile one of your classmates. You need a photo to illustrate the story and you 
remember that your classmate has posted a lot of personal photos on Facebook. Would you publish some 
of these photos with the story? (3 min).
2. Tell Ss that one partner per pair will argue for publishing the photos and the other will argue 
against publishing the photos. Ask them to prepare an answer to this question: What are your 
arguments for and against publishing? (5 min).
3. Check who has more arguments for either side and then ask different pairs to share their work 
(5 min).
4. Ask Ss whether this case would violate an ethical standard and why (3 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

SPJ Code of Ethics (see Appendix)

ACTIVITY 5

ACTIVITY 6

https://www.nytimes.com/2003/05/11/us/correcting-the-record-times-reporter-who-resigned-leaves-long-trail-of-deception.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2003/05/11/us/correcting-the-record-times-reporter-who-resigned-leaves-long-trail-of-deception.html
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Good or quality journalism could be defined in different ways. As we discussed last time, the media’s main role 
is to keep those in power accountable and keep audiences informed. There is a strong consensus among both 
journalists and academics that journalism is essential to a functioning democracy.

For the purposes of this course, we use the following definition: journalism is based on high standards and serves 
the public interest by providing facts and opinions in search of truth and evidence.
Facts, as well as falsehoods, are consequential and can have far-reaching effects if spread incorrectly. 

In the context of this course, truth is defined as the best version of the truth as it is known right now, proportional 
to the evidence.

The collection of this evidence is known as the verification process.

Journalistic truth is built on the idea that the truth is provisional and will change over time as the evidence changes. 
The journalist's process of verification should follow these rules:

Gather, assess, and weigh evidence & information.
Place facts in the bigger picture to give context from which to form an accurate impression of what has happened.
Explain how you know what you know — and what you don’t know; this translates as transparency.

Because journalism is truth-gathering within a short time limit, journalists and news consumers should always be 
asking: Is there more relevant evidence that can be practically collected?
They should also be asking...

Does getting the facts right have the same meaning as the truth?
Is being ‘objective’ the same as being truthful?
How about fairness?
Can we even agree on a common truth?

In a world where we uncover new information every day and where the changing universe daily reveals itself in 
new ways, the disciplines of both science and journalism seek out the functional or pragmatic truth that helps 
explain the world: information we can act upon every day. And those facts or the statement of "the truth" are 
constantly changing. The way that we define scientific truth reflects this: Scientific truth is a statement of 
probability proportional to the evidence. It will change over time as the evidence changes.
There is also the idea that truth is provisional, which means it may change.

Rational beliefs may be logical conclusions from the evidence available, but they are at least justifiable if based 
on the best available evidence — in other words, the freshest. However, it can and most likely will change as new 
evidence comes to light.
We can never be completely satisfied with today’s “version of the truth.” 
We must always be on the lookout for better evidence.
There are two main types of evidence journalists collect: direct evidence, which is captured from the source, and 
indirect evidence, which comes second-hand.

There is a hierarchy of direct evidence which lists videos and photographs as stronger evidence than documentary 
evidence, and an eyewitness account from a journalist as stronger than an eyewitness account from a citizen.

The process of verification can fail when:

Journalists rush to get the story first, jumping the gun.
Facing deadlines, some journalists get sloppy or provide incomplete reports.
People (sources) give reporters incorrect information…or outright lie.

KEY CONCEPTS
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ANOTHER WAY TO LOOK AT WHAT QUALIFIES AS GOOD JOURNALISM IS TO 
APPLY THE V.I.A. TEST. 

For our purpos,e define each of the letters that make up V.I.A. as:

VERIFICATION

A process of collecting evidence that establishes or confirms the accuracy or truth of something.

INDEPENDENCE
 

Freedom from the control, influence, or support of interested parties, coupled with a conscious effort to set 
aside any preexisting beliefs and a system of checks and balances.

ACCOUNTABILITY

Being responsible or answerable for your work.

Often times when we talk about good journalism, we mean ethical journalism — journalism based on ethical 
standards which aim to guide reporters in their work. Usually those ethical principles are outlined in a Code of 
Ethics.

 There are hundreds of codes of conduct, charters, and statements that have been made by media outlets and 
professional groups outlining the principles, values, and obligations of the craft of journalism.

THE ETHICAL JOURNALISM NETWORK DEFINES THE FIVE CORE PRINCIPLES 
OF ETHICAL JOURNALISM:

1. Truth and Accuracy 
Journalists cannot always guarantee ‘truth’, but getting the facts right is the cardinal principle of journalism. We 
should always strive for accuracy, give all the relevant facts we have, and ensure that they have been checked. 
When we cannot corroborate information, we should say so.

2. Independence 
Journalists must be independent voices; we should not act, formally or informally, on behalf of special interests 
— whether political, corporate, or cultural. We should declare to our editors or the audience any of our political 
affiliations, financial arrangements, or other personal information that might constitute a conflict of interest.

3. Fairness and Impartiality 
Most stories have at least two sides. While there is no obligation to present every side in every piece, stories 
should be balanced and add context. Objectivity is not always possible, and may not always be desirable (e.g. in 
the face of brutality or inhumanity), but impartial reporting builds trust and confidence.
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4. Humanity 
Journalists should do no harm. What we publish or broadcast may be hurtful, but we should be aware of the 
impact of our words and images on the lives of others.

5. Accountability 
A sure sign of professionalism and responsible journalism is the ability to hold ourselves accountable. When we 
commit errors, we must correct them and our expressions of regret must be sincere rather than cynical. We must 
listen to the concerns of our audience. We may not change what readers write or say, but we will always attempt 
to remedy the situation when we have been unfair.

https://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/what-we-do/accountable-journalism
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The module will direct students’ attention to the differences between fact and opinion. There are numerous 
activities through which students will be able to differentiate fact and opinion and identify them in various texts. 
Additionally, students will get to know the different genres of journalistic work and their characteristics. 
The other focus of the module is to equip students with the skills needed to identify different types of messages 
in the news they receive.

LESSON GOALS

1.  Ss will be able to identify the messages behind different types of articles and journalistic work and answer the 
question, “What is news”?
2.  Ss will be able to differentiate between fact and opinion.

EXPECTED RESULTS

Ss understand the underpinnings of fact vs. opinion
Ss learn to distinguish between different types of media messages
Ss learn key definitions, including: “What is news?” and “News vs. Journalism”

OUTLINE OF THE KEY CONCEPTS
(See the corresponding Key Concepts Section)

The detailed presentation in which teachers can attain and enrich their knowledge about the key concepts can 
be found here. 

1.  Definitions of News 

News is a "scoop" 
News is what an editor thinks is news 
News is what's on people’s minds 
News is what powerful people don't want you to know 

2. Fact vs. Opinion

Different definitions according to PBS journalists 

VOCABULARY

News
Fact
Opinion
Opinion Piece
Journalism
Scoop

LESSON LENGTH

40-75 minutes
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ACTIVITY LESSON 
OBJECTIVE TIME

1. Introduction 1 and 2 10 min

2. Discussion 1 10 min

3. “The Fundamentals of News” 1 and 2 15 min

4. Analyzing an Op-ed Piece 2 18 min

5. Fact vs. Opinion 2 15 min

6. Spot the Difference 2 15 min

7. Summarizing Key Points 1 and 2 9 min

OBJECTIVES: ACTIVITIES AND TIMEFRAME: 

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER READING
· A Short History of Opinion Journalism (Digital Resource Center): A review of key definitions.
· Facts and Opinion (The News Manual): In this chapter, we discuss what facts and opinions are and why 

journalists must distinguish between them. We give advice on reporting both facts and opinions and suggest 
ways of dealing with rumors, speculation, and lies. 

· Distinguishing Between Fact and Opinion (The New York Times): More exercises provided by the New York 
Times’ Learning Network. 

· Opinion’s Place in Journalism (The Nieman Reports): In this interview, American journalist Victor S. Navasky 
explains why he values critical opinion more than objectivity.

· News Organizations – Fact Vs Opinion (Pew Research Center): Americans make clear distinctions between 
the levels of opinion versus fact in different media. They consider local TV news, newspapers, and network TV 
news the most factual. 

HOMEWORK ACTIVITIES

Assignment: Student analysis of an opinion piece

Have Ss select a column or editorial of their own.
For homework, they will deconstruct the opinion piece chosen.

 

http://drc.centerfornewsliteracy.org/content/short-history-opinion-journalism
https://www.thenewsmanual.net/Manuals%20Volume%203/volume3_56.htm
https://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2013/12/13/skills-practice-distinguishing-between-fact-and-opinion/
https://niemanreports.org/articles/opinions-place-in-journalism/
http://www.journalism.org/numbers/news-organizations-fact-vs-opinion/
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TITLE DISCUSSION 

TIME 10 minutes

STEPS

1. Engage Ss in a discussion by asking the following questions:

On a daily basis, what type of news stories do you look for, and why?
How do you get your news? Do you find it on social media?
Share examples of news and journalism that you’ve read/watched/listened to in recent weeks. 

What were the qualities of the stories that drew you in or were most interesting?
What are the most popular types of news sources for the class?

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Markers, whiteboard

TITLE INTRODUCTION 

TIME 10 minutes

STEPS

1. Watch the “The Fundamentals of News” video (4 min).
2. Prompt Ss to discuss the main points of the video (4 min).
Main points:

News is information about the world around us. It tells us what’s happening, where, when, why, to 
whom, and how it might affect our lives. Real news has a real impact. 
For example, news about the weather tells us if we need an umbrella or not. 
News about changes in our laws tells us what we can and can’t do. 
And news about entertainment or attractions might help us make plans for the weekend. 
3. Ask Ss to give their own definitions of the news (2 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

The Fundamentals of News video
Internet connection, laptop, projector, whiteboard

ACTIVITY 1

ACTIVITY 2

https://drive.google.com/drive/u/0/folders/1XlUSZBtLSs-j8e_ktR6ai8uJ39s2ldn3?ogsrc=32
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TITLE ANALYZING AN OP-ED PIECE 

TIME 18 minutes

STEPS

1. Distribute copies of an op-ed piece (see some suggestions below) and have Ss read the op-ed 
individually (5 min).
2. Ask Ss to try and separate the facts in the piece from the opinions.
Use these guiding questions: (5 min)

What are the facts?
What are the opinions?
How can you tell them apart?

4. Assign notetakers to write down all the facts on one side of the board and all the opinions on the 
other (3 min).
5. Work with the class to determine which facts are accurate, based on provable facts, and which are 
false, based on opinions (5 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Copies of the chosen op-ed piece (one per student), whiteboard, markers

If you want to run the world, get a liberal arts education: An opinion piece in praise of liberal 
arts education (See Appendex).

Mis-Educating the Young. In his column, David Brooks questions how well society prepares young 
people for life (See Appendix). 

How Social Media Endagers Knowledge: Social networks train us to focus on images and emotions, 
sapping the quest for knowledge  (See Appendix). 

Why don’t men believe the data on gender bias in science? A physics professor explains why male 
scientists devalue research that identifies gender bias in the field (See Appendix).

TITLE “THE FUNDAMENTALS OF NEWS”

TIME 15 minutes

STEPS

1. Divide the class into three or four groups and distribute “The Fundamentals of News” worksheet (1 min).
2. Show “The Fundamentals of News” video and have Ss complete the worksheet as they watch (7 min).
3. Ask each group to present their findings as you review the worksheet as a class. Discuss the questions on 
the handout (7 min).

“The Fundamentals of News” worksheet:

This video defines essential terms that will help you understand the media. Watch the video closely, then 
answer these questions.

1. Define the term ‘news’ and give an example of a recent news story.
2. Describe how journalism is different from news.
 3. How is a fact different from an opinion?
4. The word ‘media’ refers to many things. List at least three examples.
5. Why is it important to know the difference between facts and opinions and to be able to identify which 
is which?

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Fundamentals of News worksheets (see Appendix), The Fundamentals of News video
Internet connection, laptop, projector, markers, whiteboard

ACTIVITY 3

ACTIVITY 4

https://drive.google.com/drive/u/1/folders/1XlUSZBtLSs-j8e_ktR6ai8uJ39s2ldn3?ogsrc=32
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TITLE SUMMARIZING KEY POINTS

TIME 9 minutes

STEPS

1. Divide the class into two groups (1 min).
2. Distribute sticky notes to both groups (1 min).
3. Have each group write down the key words associated with the main points from today’s lesson: 
the news and fact vs. opinion (5 min).
4. Write up the two topics on the board and invite members of each group to stick the notes under 
the corresponding topic (2 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Sticky notes, pens, whiteboard, and markers

TITLE SPOT THE DIFFERENCE

TIME 15 minutes

STEPS

Gallery walk 
1. Divide Ss in groups of 5 students (2 min).
2. Give each group flipchart paper and ask Ss to prepare a checklist on how to spot the difference 
between fact and opinion pieces (1 min).
3. Give them 5 minutes to brainstorm some ideas and write them all down on their group poster, then 
display it in a designated spot in the classroom (5 min).
4. Give Ss 2 minutes to walk around the class and vote for the most comprehensive list by leaving a 
tally mark on the poster (2 min).
5. Ss go back to their original poster and count the votes they’ve received (2 min).
6. The most popular group shares their work with the whole class (2 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Flipcharts, pens, tape, whiteboard, and markers

TITLE FACT VS. OPINION 

TIME 15 minutes

STEPS

1. Divide the class into four groups (1 min).
2. Propose a general topic (e.g. the weather, ice cream, climate change) and ask two groups to write 
a brief news piece about it while the other two write an opinion piece on the same topic (8 min).
3. Ask each group to read their texts out loud. While reading, the other groups have to note down 
the key points that make the text either a news piece or an opinion piece (6 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Paper and pens

ACTIVITY 5

ACTIVITY 7

ACTIVITY 6
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DEFINITIONS OF NEWS 

News is a "scoop": Great news organizations are driven by endless curiosity and persistent reporting. Any time a 
reporter finds out something before anyone else, that’s a “scoop” and that newness in and of itself is sometimes 
enough to make the information newsworthy, regardless of whether the scoop alerts, diverts, or connects us. The 
word “EXCLUSIVE”  is stamped on a story when a news organization thinks they have a story no one else does.
News is what an editor thinks is news: News is sometimes defined by the person in charge of the newsroom. 
With all those stories to choose from every day, someone has to choose what gets priority and what does not. 
News is what's on people’s minds: For many, the majority of news being consumed comes from friends and 
social media. We often get news through Facebook and Twitter.
News is what powerful people don't want you to know: We've many times been confronted with information 
about public officials doing something that they shouldn’t have. When this happens, it is the job of journalists to 
help expose it.

FACT VS. OPINION 

Definition 1 (Source: April Brown, PBS NewsHour Coordinating Producer)

Fact: Something that can be proven true.
Opinion: Thoughts on a subject, not necessarily informed by fact, often informed by emotion.
Informed Opinion: Thoughts on a subject by someone who is familiar with facts, studies, trends, or firsthand 
experience.

Definition 2 (Source: Allison McCartney, PBS Newshour Extra Editor)

Fact: A statement, whether it is quantitative or qualitative, that can be proven with evidence.
Opinion: A person’s worldview applied to a specific situation.
Informed Opinion: A person’s worldview when applied to, or incorporating, facts.

Definition 3 (Source: Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary)

Fact: A piece of information presented as having objective reality.
Opinion: A belief, judgment, or way of thinking about something.
Informed Opinion: Based on possession of information and a belief, judgment, or way of thinking about 
something.

FACTS:

A fact can be defined as something said to have happened or which is supposed to be true. However, as 
a journalist, you need to know how reliable statements are before you can report them as facts. This determines 
how you present them to your readers or listeners.
There are three kinds of facts which you have to deal with as a journalist: facts which have been proven as true; 
facts which are probably true, though they have not been proven; and facts which could be true, although they 
appear to be lies.

KEY CONCEPTS
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PROVEN FACTS:

These are facts which are proven and accepted as true by everyone. They include such statements as "The world 
is round" or "Barack Hussein Obama is the President of the United States". You could check these facts yourself, 
but they are so universally accepted as true that you do not need to. Of course, facts can change. It is a proven 
fact that Barack Obama was President at the time this paragraph was first being written, but he was succeeded 
by Donald Trump. Therefore, the fact did become untrue, although in the moment it was a proven, accepted fact.

You can rely on proven facts and report them to your readers or listeners with confidence. Their truth does not 
depend on who said them, so you do not need to attribute them.

OPINION PIECES:

True news segments, whether written, televised, or interactive, will rely on facts and sourcing in order to provide 
information to the reader or viewer. An opinion piece, particularly about a newsworthy issue, will be supported 
by facts but will also allow one particular stance or viewpoint to shine through in order to persuade the reader 
to agree with the opinion.

Tell students: Most newspapers have an editorial and opinion section. These articles express opinions and ideas. 
They do not necessarily report news; rather, they comment on current events. Editorials are written by a mem-
ber or members of the editorial staff of a newspaper and express the opinion or idea of the newspaper as a 
whole. Opinion articles, sometimes called op-eds because of their traditional position opposite the newspaper’s 
editorial page, express the opinion or idea of only the person or group of people writing the article.
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This module introduces one of the main problems in the global media environment today — the spread of fake 
news and the phenomenon of disinformation. The activities here will give students the opportunity to deepen 
their understanding of fake news and disinformation through examining various examples from recent history. 
Students will be able to explain how news and media can be used for private purposes and will know how to 
identify such examples.

OBJECTIVES

1. Ss will differentiate between fake news and real news.
2. Ss will understand the nature of disinformation and types of fake news.
3. Ss will know how to identify disinformation.

EXPECTED RESULTS

Ss learn to distinguish between fake and real news
Ss understand the nature of disinformation

OUTLINE OF THE KEY CONCEPTS
(See the corresponding Key Concepts Section)

1.  What is fake news? (Definition) 
2. Types of fake news: clickbait, propaganda, satire/parody, sloppy journalism, misleading headlines, biased/
slanted news
3.  The Fake News Business Model 
4. How to identify fake news: 

Take a closer look
Look beyond the headline
Check other sources
Check the facts
Check your biases
Is it a joke?

5. Verifying sources

VOCABULARY

Fake News
Propaganda
Disinformation
Clickbait
Satire/parody
Sloppy journalism
Biased/slanted news

LESSON LENGTH

40-75 minutes
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ACTIVITY LESSON 
OBJECTIVE TIME

1. “Fake or Real” Quiz 1 7 min

2. What is Fake News? 1 11 min

3. Name the Fake News 2 5 min

4. Writing Real and Fake News 1 and 3 18 min

5. Avoiding Misinformation and Fake News on Social Media 2 and 3 10 min

6. Recognizing Fake News 1,2 and 3 10 min

7. Case Study: The consequences of fake news 1,2 and 3 10-15 min

8. Let’s Play “Fakey” 1,2 and 3 10 min

LESSON  PLAN: ACTIVITIES AND TIMEFRAME: 

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER READING
· Educator’s Guide: Types of Online Fakes (Verification Handbook) — An addition to the excellent Verification 

Handbook authored by leading journalists and verification experts.
· Battling hoaxers with humour could be the best way to beat them at their own game (Josh Stearns Verification 

Junkie) — This article discusses some of the techniques to make correction/debunking go viral as much as fakes 
do.

· 7 vital browser plugins for newsgathering and verification (First Draft News) — A collection of handy tools 
for discerning digital citizens. 

· Fake News. It's Complicated. (First Draft News) — A useful break down of the types of fake content, content 
creators’ motivations, and how it's being disseminated.

· Verification 101: Storyful’s advice for checking out material from social media, and putting it into practice 
(Storyful) — Storyful is a commercial news service that verifies user-generated content from social media for 
their clients (media organizations). 

· 13 online tools that help to verify the authenticity of a photo (StopFake.org) — Fake news photos tend to 
go viral much faster than text stories because they are easier to understand and share. Smart news consumers 
should be extremely careful.

· How to verify images like a pro with Google Earth (First Draft News) — The process of using Google Earth 
is a bit more involved than following the quick tips in the Breaking News Consumer's Handbook (WNYC), but 
when many news consumers take this approach, collectively we can quickly verify the authenticity of photos and 
videos when a big news story is still unfolding. 

Fact checking sites

Snopes: snopes.com/
PolitiFact: politifact.com
Fact Check: factcheck.org/
BBC Reality Check: bbc.com/news/reality-check
Channel 4 Fact Check: channel4.com/news/factcheck
Reverse image search from Google: google.com/reverse-image-search
How to spot fake news:
http://www.csuchico.edu/lins/handouts/eval_websites.pdf
https://knowledgequest.aasl.org/web-evaluation-website-smell-funny/

http://verificationhandbook.com/additionalmaterial/types-of-online-fakes.php
https://firstdraftnews.com/battling-hoaxers-with-humour-could-be-the-best-way-to-beat-them-at-their-own-game/
https://firstdraftnews.com/5-vital-browser-plugins-for-newsgathering-and-verification-journalism-social-media/
https://firstdraftnews.com/fake-news-complicated/
https://medium.com/1st-draft/verification-101-storyful-s-advice-for-checking-out-material-from-social-media-and-putting-it-750495792876#.eac2inby2
http://www.stopfake.org/en/13-online-tools-that-help-to-verify-the-authenticity-of-a-photo/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-Zvf0KUOACw
https://www.wnycstudios.org/story/breaking-news-consumers-handbook-pdf/
http://www.snopes.com/
http://www.politifact.com
http://www.factcheck.org/
http://www.bbc.com/news/topics/267ada11-b730-4344-b404-63067c032c65/reality-check
https://www.channel4.com/news/factcheck
https://support.google.com/websearch/answer/1325808?hl=en
http://www.csuchico.edu/lins/handouts/eval_websites.pdf
https://knowledgequest.aasl.org/web-evaluation-website-smell-funny/
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TITLE “FAKE OR REAL” QUIZ

TIME 7 minutes

STEPS

1. Project one of the “Fake or Real” quizzes. See the links below and choose one (1 min).
2. Ss answer the questions by raising their hands to vote on whether the headline represents real or 
fake news (3 min). 
3. Tally the vote and then tell Ss the right answer ( 3 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Internet connection, laptop, whiteboard

http://this.deakin.edu.au/society/quiz-can-you-spot-the-fake-news-headline 

https://www.buzzfeed.com/ishmaeldaro/fake-news-quiz-july-13-2018?utm_term=.dbqbqRxAQ#.
rp3wXkLqJ 

https://www.buzzfeed.com/ishmaeldaro/fake-news-quiz-june-15-2018?utm_term=.kxLA0Pywa#.
lnNpjAPW6 

TITLE WHAT IS FAKE NEWS? 

TIME 11 minutes

STEPS

1. Distribute sticky notes and ask Ss: What is fake news? (1 min)
2. Have Ss write down key words on the sticky notes (2 min).
3. Ask Ss to exchange their notes and to use the key words to come up with their own definition of 
fake news (4 min).
4. Write down the definition on the board or present it (1 min).
5. Introduce the key concepts and definitions: fake news and disinformation (3 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Sticky notes, pens, whiteboard

ACTIVITY 1

ACTIVITY 2

HOMEWORK ACTIVITIES

A) Please answer the following questions in up to 200 words:

What are some of the consequences of fake news? 
Can you think of any specific examples of how sharing fake news could affect people or events? 
What additional guidelines would you suggest when deciding whether to share a story?

 B) Find a news story that looks interesting to you. Use the “how to spot fake news” technique to evaluate the 
story. Give a brief summary of the story and your overall conclusion about the quality of the article. Link to the 
article.

http://this.deakin.edu.au/society/quiz-can-you-spot-the-fake-news-headline
https://www.buzzfeed.com/ishmaeldaro/fake-news-quiz-july-13-2018?utm_term=.dbqbqRxAQ#.rp3wXkLqJ
https://www.buzzfeed.com/ishmaeldaro/fake-news-quiz-july-13-2018?utm_term=.dbqbqRxAQ#.rp3wXkLqJ
https://www.buzzfeed.com/ishmaeldaro/fake-news-quiz-june-15-2018?utm_term=.kxLA0Pywa#.lnNpjAPW6
https://www.buzzfeed.com/ishmaeldaro/fake-news-quiz-june-15-2018?utm_term=.kxLA0Pywa#.lnNpjAPW6
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TITLE NAME THE FAKE NEWS

TIME 5 minutes

STEPS

1. Distribute handouts with the different types of fake news and a short description of each type (1 min).
2. Show Ss the following headlines (2 min).
3. Ask them to connect each type of fake news with the corresponding headline (2 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Fake News Types handout (See Appendix: according to level), printed headlines (See Appendix) with 
images or laptop and projector

ACTIVITY 3
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TITLE RECOGNIZING FAKE NEWS

TIME 10 minutes

STEPS

1. Show the video (3 min).
2. Engage Ss in a discussion by asking the following questions (7 min):

Have you ever encountered a fake news story online? If so, could you tell the story was fake? Do 
you worry about being fooled by fake news? 

Have you ever shared fake news, whether accidentally or on purpose? Describe the circumstances.

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Internet connection, laptop, projector

https://video.wired.com/watch/here-s-how-fake-news-works-and-how-the-internet-can-stop-it

TITLE AVOIDING MISINFORMATION AND FAKE NEWS ON SOCIAL MEDIA

TIME 10 minutes

STEPS
1. Ask Ss to recall the last time they spotted fake news on Facebook (2 min).
2. Prompt them to come up with solutions — i.e. how not to spread disinformation (5 min).
3. Summarize their suggestions by compiling a checklist. Write it up on the board (3 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Whiteboard/blackboard and markers/chalk (or flipchart and markers)

TITLE WRITING REAL AND FAKE NEWS  

TIME 18 minutes

STEPS

1. Divide the class into two groups (1 min).
2. Tell the first group to draft a real news story, while the second writes a fake news story based on the 
scenario below (10 min).
3. Assign notetakers to write down all the facts on one side of the board and all the opinions on the 
other (3 min).
4. Discuss ways to spot real news from fake news, based on the texts written by the class (5 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Paper and pens (or computers)

Scenario: 

One of your classmates who is going to graduate with honors can’t afford to buy an outfit for the 
prom. Your class decides to organize a concert to raise money so he can buy a suit and attend the 
prom. One of the guests, who doesn’t want to reveal his identity, donates 500 leva.

ACTIVITY 5

ACTIVITY 6

ACTIVITY 4

https://video.wired.com/watch/here-s-how-fake-news-works-and-how-the-internet-can-stop-it
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TITLE LET’S PLAY “FAKEY” 

TIME 10 minutes

STEPS
1. Introduce Ss to “Fakey,” the online game.
2. Let them play on their own mobile devices in pairs or in small groups (3 min).
3. Then check how many groups have done it right or wrong and discuss the reasons (5 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

https://fakey.iuni.iu.edu/
Internet connection, laptop, projector, student devices with Internet access 

TITLE CASE STUDY: THE CONSEQUENCES OF SPREADING FAKE NEWS AND DISINFORMATION

TIME 10-15 minutes

STEPS

1. Distribute copies of the NYT story (1 min). https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/
comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-consequences.html
2. Have Ss read the text (10 min).
3. Pose the questions: Why is fake news harmful? How did a fake news story lead to real-life conse-
quences?

Summary according to Wikipedia:

Pizzagate is a debunked conspiracy theory that went viral during the 2016 United States presidential 
election cycle. In the fall of 2016, the personal email account of John Podesta, Hillary Clinton's 
campaign manager, was hacked in a spear-phishing attack, and his emails were subsequently made 
public by WikiLeaks. Proponents of the Pizzagate theory falsely claimed that the emails contained 
coded messages referring to human trafficking and connecting several U.S. restaurants and 
high-ranking officials of the Democratic Party with an alleged child-sex ring. The theory has been 
extensively discredited by a wide array of organizations, including the Metropolitan Police Department 
of the District of Columbia.

…On December 4, 2016, Edgar Maddison Welch, a 28-year-old man from Salisbury, North Carolina, 
fired three shots in the restaurant with an AR-15-style rifle, striking walls, a desk, and a door. Welch 
later told police that he had planned to "self-investigate" the conspiracy theory. Welch saw himself as 
the potential hero of the story — a rescuer of children. He surrendered after officers surrounded the 
restaurant and was arrested without incident. No one was injured.

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Copies of the NYT article (see Appendix)

Further reading: 
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/anatomy-of-a-fake-news-scandal-125877/

https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/pizzagate-conspiracy/

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-washingtondc-gunman/man-pleads-guilty-in-washington-pizze-
ria-shooting-over-fake-news-idUSKBN16V1XC 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/conspiracy-theorist-alex-jones-backs-off-pizzagate-
claims/2017/03/24/6f0246fe-10cd-11e7-ab07-07d9f521f6b5_story.html

ACTIVITY 7

ACTIVITY 8

https://fakey.iuni.iu.edu/
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-consequences.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-consequences.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Debunker
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conspiracy_theory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Viral_phenomenon
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_presidential_election,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_presidential_election,_2016
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Podesta
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hillary_Clinton
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Campaign_manager
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spear-phishing
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Podesta_emails
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WikiLeaks
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_trafficking
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Democratic_Party_(United_States)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_sexual_abuse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metropolitan_Police_Department_of_the_District_of_Columbia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Metropolitan_Police_Department_of_the_District_of_Columbia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Salisbury,_North_Carolina
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AR-15_variant
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Assault_rifle
https://www.rollingstone.com/politics/politics-news/anatomy-of-a-fake-news-scandal-125877/
https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/pizzagate-conspiracy/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-washingtondc-gunman/man-pleads-guilty-in-washington-pizzeria-shooting-over-fake-news-idUSKBN16V1XC
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-washingtondc-gunman/man-pleads-guilty-in-washington-pizzeria-shooting-over-fake-news-idUSKBN16V1XC
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/conspiracy-theorist-alex-jones-backs-off-pizzagate-claims/2017/03/24/6f0246fe-10cd-11e7-ab07-07d9f521f6b5_story.html?utm_term=.82c1b950add7
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/conspiracy-theorist-alex-jones-backs-off-pizzagate-claims/2017/03/24/6f0246fe-10cd-11e7-ab07-07d9f521f6b5_story.html?utm_term=.82c1b950add7
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1. Clickbait

These are stories that are deliberately fabricated to gain 
more website visitors and increase advertising revenue for 
websites. Clickbait stories use sensationalist headlines to 
grab attention and drive click-throughs to the publisher 
website, normally at the expense of truth or accuracy.

WHAT IS FAKE NEWS? 

A lot of things you read online, especially in your social media feeds, may appear to be true but often are not. Fake 
news is news, stories, or hoaxes created to deliberately misinform or deceive readers. Usually, these stories 
are created to either influence people’s views, push a political agenda, or cause confusion; they can often be a 
profitable business for online publishers. Fake news stories can deceive people by looking like trusted websites 
or using similar names and web addresses to reputable news organizations.

According to Martina Chapman (media literacy expert), there are three elements to fake news: Mistrust, 
misinformation, and manipulation.

THE RISE OF FAKE NEWS

Fake news is not new, however. It became a hot topic in 2017. Traditionally, we used to get our news from trusted 
sources, journalists, and media outlets that are required to follow strict codes of practice. However, the Internet 
has enabled a whole new way to publish, share, and consume information and news with very little regulations 
or editorial standards.

Many people now get their news from social media sites and networks, and it can be difficult to tell whether stories 
are reliable or not. Information overload and people’s general lack of understanding about how the Internet 
works has also contributed to an increase in fake news or hoax stories. Social media sites can play a big part in 
increasing the reach of these types of stories.

TYPES OF FAKE NEWS

There are differing opinions when it comes to identifying types of fake news. However, when it comes to evaluating 
content online, there are various types of fake or misleading news we need to be aware of. These include:

KEY CONCEPTS
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3. Satire/Parody

Lots of websites and social media accounts publish 
fake news stories for entertainment and parody, for 
example: The Onion, Waterford Whispers, The Daily 
Mash, etc.

4. Sloppy Journalism

Sometimes reporters or journalists may publish a story with unreliable information or without checking all of 
the facts, which can mislead audiences. For example, during the U.S. elections, fashion retailer Urban Outfitters 
published an Election Day Guide and the guide contained incorrect information telling voters that they needed 
a ‘voter registration card’. This is not required by any state in the U.S. for voting.

5. Misleading Headings

Stories that are not completely false can be distorted by using 
misleading or sensationalist headlines. These types of news can 
spread quickly on social media sites, where only headlines and small 
snippets of the full article are displayed on audience newsfeeds.

6. Biased/Slanted News

Many people are drawn to news or stories that confirm their 
own beliefs or biases, and fake news can prey on these biases. 
Social media newsfeeds tend to display the news and articles 
that they think we will like, based on our personalized searches.

2. Propaganda

Stories that are created to deliberately mislead audiences, 
promote a biased point of view, or a particular political 
cause or agenda.

https://projects.propublica.org/electionland/national/latest-source-of-voting-misinformation-urban-outfitters/
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THE FAKE NEWS BUSINESS MODEL 

The Internet and social media have made it very easy for anyone to publish content on a website, blog, 
or social media profile and potentially reach large audiences. With so many people now getting news from 
social media sites, many content creators/publishers have begun using this to their advantage.

Fake news can be a profitable business, generating large sums of advertising revenue for publishers who create 
and publish stories that go viral. The more clicks a story gets, the more money online publishers make through 
advertising revenue. For many publishers, social media is an ideal platform to share content and drive web 
traffic.

FAKE NEWS, SOCIAL MEDIA, AND THE FILTER BUBBLE

In a recent article on media literacy, Hugh Linehan noted: “Media is no longer passively consumed — it’s created, 
shared, liked, commented on, attacked and defended in all sorts of different ways by hundreds of millions of 
people. And the algorithms used by the most powerful tech companies — Google and Facebook in particular — 
are brilliantly designed to personalise and tailor these services to each user’s profile.”

When we go online or login to a social network, we are generally presented with news, articles, and content 
based on our own searches online. This type of content tends to reflect our own likes, views, and beliefs and 
therefore it makes it hard to see different views and opinions, isolating us. This is often called a filter bubble.

WHAT CAN WE DO ABOUT FAKE NEWS?

Google and Facebook have announced new measures to tackle fake news with the introduction of reporting 
and flagging tools. Media organizations like the BBC and Channel 4 have also established fact-checking sites. 
While these are welcome developments, digital media literacy and developing the skills to critically evaluate 
information are essential for anyone navigating the Internet and young people in particular.

The vast amount of information available online and the rise in fake news both highlight the need for critical 
thinking. Children need to develop critical thinking from an early age. This is a key skill for young people to have 
developed as they enter tertiary education and prepare themselves for the workplace.

HOW TO SPOT FAKE NEWS

By now, we’ve all agreed the term “fake news” is unhelpful but, without an alternative, we’re left awkwardly 
using air quotes whenever we utter the phrase. The reason we’re struggling with a replacement is because 
this is about more than news: it’s about the entire information ecosystem. And the term fake doesn’t begin to 
describe the complexity of the different types of misinformation (the inadvertent sharing of false information) 
and disinformation (the deliberate creation and sharing of information known to be false).

To understand the current information ecosystem, we need to break down three of its elements:

1. The different types of content that are being created and shared
2. The motivations of those who create this content
3. The ways this content is being disseminated
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This matters. As Danah Boyd outlined in a recent piece, we are at war. An information war. We certainly should 
worry about people (including journalists) unintentionally sharing misinformation, but systematic disinformation 
campaigns are a far greater cause for concern. Previous attempts to influence public opinion have relied on ‘one-
to-many’ broadcast technologies but, social networks allow ‘atoms’ of propaganda to be directly targeted at 
users who are more likely to accept and share a particular message. Once they inadvertently share a misleading 
or fabricated article, image, video, or meme, the next people who see it in their social network feeds will probably 
trust the original poster and go on to share it themselves. These ‘atoms’ then rocket through the information 
ecosystem at high speeds, powered by trusted peer-to-peer networks.

This is far more worrying than fake news sites created by profit-driven Macedonian teenagers.

THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF MIS- AND DISINFORMATION

Back in November, I wrote about the different types of problematic information I saw circulate during the US 
election. Since then, I’ve been trying to refine a typology (and thank you to Global Voices for helping me to 
develop my definitions even further). I would argue there are seven distinct types of problematic content that sit 
within our information ecosystem. They sit on a scale, one that loosely measures the intent to deceive.

https://firstdraftnews.org/fake-news-complicated/

1. Take a closer look

Check the source of the story. Do you recognize the website? Is it a credible/reliable source? If you are unfamiliar 
with the site, look in the “About” section or find out more information about the author.

2. Look beyond the headline

Check the entire article — many fake news stories use sensationalist or shocking headlines to grab attention. 
Often the headlines of fake new stories are in all caps and use exclamation points.

3. Check other sources

Are other reputable news/media outlets reporting on the story? Are there any sources in the story? If so, check 
that they are reliable or if they even exist!

4. Check the facts

Fake news stories often contain incorrect dates or altered timelines. It is also a good idea to check when the 
article was published. Is it a current story or old news?

5. Check your biases

Are your own views or beliefs affecting your judgement of a news feature or report?

6. Is it a joke?

Satirical sites are popular online and sometimes do not always make clear whether a story is just a joke or 
parody… Check the website — is it known for satire or creating funny stories? 

https://www.webwise.ie/teachers/what-is-fake-news/

http://www.zephoria.org/thoughts/archives/2017/01/27/the-information-war-has-begun.html
http://www.cjr.org/tow_center/6_types_election_fake_news.php
http://www.cjr.org/tow_center/6_types_election_fake_news.php
https://newsframes.globalvoices.org/investigations/fabricated-news-experiment/
https://firstdraftnews.org/fake-news-complicated/
https://www.webwise.ie/teachers/what-is-fake-news/
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VERIFYING SOURCES:

Melissa Zimdars is an assistant professor of communication and media at Merrimack College in North Andover, 
MA. When she saw her students referencing questionable sources, she created and shared a document to help 
them think about sources as well as a list of misleading, satirical, and fake sites.

Both Mantzarlis and Zimdars agree that there are a few best practices people can use when reading articles 
online.

PAY ATTENTION TO THE DOMAIN AND URL

Established news organizations usually own their domains and they have a standard look that you are probably 
familiar with. Sites with endings like “.com.co” should make you raise your eyebrows and tip you off that you 
need to dig around more to see if they can be trusted. This is true even when the site looks professional and has 
semi-recognizable logos. For example, abcnews.com is a legitimate news source, but abcnews.com.co is not, 
despite its similar appearance.

READ THE “ABOUT US” SECTION

Most sites will have a lot of information about the news outlet, the company that runs it, members of leadership, 
and the mission and ethics statement behind an organization. The language used here is straightforward. If it’s 
melodramatic and seems overblown, you should be skeptical. Also, you should be able to find out more informa-
tion about the organization’s leaders in places other than that site.

LOOK AT THE QUOTES IN A STORY

Or rather, look at the lack of quotes. Most publications have multiple sources in each story who are professionals 
and have expertise in the fields they talk about. If it's a serious or controversial issue, there are more likely to be 
quotes — and lots of them. Look for professors or other academics who can speak to the research they've done. 
And if they are talking about research, look up those studies.

LOOK AT WHO SAID THEM

After finding them, see who said the quotes and what they said. Are they a reputable source with a title that you 
can verify through a quick Google search? Say you’re looking at a story and it claims that President Obama said 
he wanted to take everyone’s guns away, followed by a quote. Obama is an official who has almost everything 
he says recorded and archived. There are transcripts for pretty much any address or speech he has given. Google 
those quotes. See what the speech was about, who he was addressing and when it happened. Even if he did an 
exclusive interview with a publication, that same quote will be referenced in other stories, saying he said it while 
talking to the original publication.

CHECK THE COMMENTS

A lot of these fake and misleading stories are shared on social media platforms. Headlines are meant to get the 
reader’s attention, but they’re also supposed to accurately reflect what the story is about. Lately, that hasn’t been 
the case. Headlines are often written in exaggerated language with the intention of being misleading, and then 
attached to stories that are either about a completely different topic or simply not true. These stories usually 
generate a lot of comments on Facebook or Twitter. If a number of these comments call out the article for being 
fake or misleading, it probably is.

http://www.merrimack.edu/live/profiles/586-melissa-mish-zimdars
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REVERSE IMAGE SEARCH

A picture should be accurate in illustrating what the story is about. This often doesn’t happen. If people who 
write these fake news stories don’t even leave their homes or interview anyone for the stories, it’s unlikely that 
they take their own pictures, too. Do a little detective work and do a reverse search for the image on Google. You 
can do this by right-clicking on the image and choosing to search Google for it. If the image appears in a lot of 
stories about many different topics, there's a good chance it’s not actually an image of what it says it was in the 
first story.

These tips are just a start at determining what type of news an article represents. Zimdars outlined these and 
others in a guide for her students.

If you complete these steps, you’re helping yourself and others by not increasing the circulation of these stories.

And you won’t be the only one trying to stop the spread of this false content. The company leaders behind the 
platforms these stories are shared on are trying to figure out how to fix the issue from their side, but they are also 
trying to make sure not to limit anyone’s right to freedom of speech. It’s a tricky position to be in, but they say 
they’re trying. In the end, it really does depend on taking responsibility and being an engaged consumer of news.

Here’s one last thing. Satirical publications exist and they serve a purpose, but are still clearly labeled as 
exaggerated and humorous by their writers and owners. Some of the more well-known ones, like The Onion and 
ClickHole, use satire to talk about current events. If people don’t understand that, they might share these articles 
after reading them in the literal sense.

If this happens or if you see your friends sharing blatantly fake news, be a friend and kindly tell them it’s not real. 
Don’t shy away from these conversations, even if they might be uncomfortable. As previously stated, everyone 
has to help fix the fake news problem.

https://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2016/12/05/503581220/fake-or-real-how-to-self-check-the-
news-and-get-the-facts.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/10eA5-mCZLSS4MQY5QGb5ewC3VAL6pLkT53V_81ZyitM/edit
http://www.theonion.com/
http://www.clickhole.com/
https://www.npr.org/sections/alltechconsidered/2016/12/05/503581220/fake-or-real-how-to-self-check-the-news-and-get-the-facts
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This module will guide students to examine their own rights in sharing information, in addition to others’ rights 
which they must respect. This lesson will give students various activities to work through which are very close 
to their real-life experiences, as they will mainly discuss social media and their rights as users. Students will be 
introduced to the concept of the right to privacy and will learn how to secure their own personal information 
while also protecting others’ privacy.
Another significant aspect of this lesson will be students’ understanding of their rights as sources of information. 
This will be key in helping them react consciously in situations where they are asked to collaborate as journalists.

OBJECTIVES

1.  Ss will understand their rights as sources of information. 
2. Ss will understand the consequences of sharing personal information and opinions online/on social media.

EXPECTED RESULTS

Ss are aware of their right to privacy and the consequences of sharing personal data on social media.
Ss know the difference between the use of words and the use of images when sharing and perceiving 

information.
Ss can protect their own privacy and respect others’ privacy.

OUTLINE OF THE KEY CONCEPTS
(See the corresponding Key Concepts Section) 

1.  The right to privacy 

2.  Principles and guidelines for media reporting on children

Six guidelines for interviewing children 
Seven guidelines for reporting on children 

VOCABULARY

Privacy
Oversharing information
Visual communication
Big data

LESSON LENGTH

40-75 minutes
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ACTIVITY LESSON 
OBJECTIVE TIME

1. The Right to Privacy 1 14 min

2. Oversharing on Social Media 1 15 min

3. Text vs. Pictures: Collage your identity 2 10 min

4. Simulation: Identity theft 2 12 min

5. Discussion: Respecting other’s privacy 1 23 min

6. Role Play: My right as a source 1 20 min

7. Media Angel vs. Media Devil 2 15 min

LESSON  PLAN: ACTIVITIES AND TIMEFRAME: 

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER READING
·  What are the dangers of oversharing information? (YouTube): An animated music video raps about the  

hazards of oversharing online and emphasizes a toughtful approach to digital footprints.
· Cambridge Analytica The Story So far (The BBC): It's a sensational story containing allegations of sleaze, 

psychological manipulation, and data misuse that has provoked an internationally furious response. 
· The Right to be Forgotten (Reuters Institute). A report by George Brock on privacy and the media in the 

digital age

HOMEWORK ACTIVITIES

1. Privacy management on social media sites: Write privacy tips for different social media sites (Facebook, 
Instagram, Snapchat, etc…).
2. Write a letter to an imaginary friend who lives on another planet. The letter should include the major problems 
the media faces and tips on how to avoid becoming a victim to disinformation. The letter should contain the key 
terms used during the lesson (the right to privacy, oversharing information, privacy protection, images, words, 
etc).
3. Keep a diary of your news consumption for the next seven days. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/technology-43465968
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/research/files/The%2520Right%2520to%2520be%2520Forgotten%2520Extract.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wyjd73tUXig
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TITLE OVERSHARING ON SOCIAL MEDIA

TIME 15 minutes

STEPS

1. Show a video clip on oversharing (3 min). 
2. Introduce changes Ss can make to their security settings on social media. Optional: show an 
instructional video (2 min).
3. Divide Ss into 2 groups. The first group should recall the dangers of oversharing personal 
information on social media, and add new ones. The second group should consider means of 
prevention (5 min).
4. Ask groups to present their findings (5 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Internet connection, laptop, projector

Video clip on oversharing:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e2xm5fc5MQk

About security settings on social media:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=baa9CFmO0ig

TITLE THE RIGHT TO PRIVACY

TIME 14 minutes

STEPS

1. Introduce Ss to the concept of the “right to privacy” (3 min).

Definition: The right to privacy means our right to control the information about our private lives that 
is known and shared by others. We have the right to control information regarding our name, image, 
address, date of birth, correspondence, family members, family lives, relationships with other people, 
intimate lives, health, etc. The right to privacy includes the right to be left alone, too. The right to 
privacy is a part of our inherent human rights and must be respected by everyone in society.

In some cases, there might be good reason to reveal details about someone’s private life, e.g. when 
it concerns an issue important to society and when it contributes to public debate. What can be 
revealed and when it serves the public interest should be assessed in each individual case. The status 
of the person involved is linked to the public interest in his/her private life. In the case of a public 
figure whose actions involve a high level of public interest, an intrusion into their private life will be 
evaluated less strictly than in cases of unknown private individuals. 
(Source: http://www.cilvektiesibugids.lv/en/themes/)
2. Divide Ss into 4 groups and distribute a printed copy of a case with privacy rights being violated to 
each group (See Appendix). 
And news about entertainment or attractions might help us make plans for the weekend. 
3. Every group should identify what kind of personal data was abused and how the abuse could have 
been avoided (5 min).
4. Every group share its work with the whole class (4 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Internet connection, laptop, projector, whiteboard

ACTIVITY 1

ACTIVITY 2

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=e2xm5fc5MQk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=baa9CFmO0ig
http://www.cilvektiesibugids.lv/en/themes/
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TITLE SIMULATION: IDENTITY THEFT

TIME 12 minutes

STEPS

1. Hand out printed copies of the following situation of identity theft on Facebook (choose 
appropriate level):  A Real-Life Case Study (See Appendix)
2. Divide Ss into three groups and assign roles:

The first group performs the role of the thief: thinking about and sharing how to abuse the stolen 
data (e.g. to steal financial information, to scare and blackmail a family, etc). The second group acts 
as the person whose identity has been stolen: thinking about and sharing how they feel about and 
reacted to the theft. The third group play the part of advisors: thinking about and sharing tips for the 
prevention of personal data theft on social media.

Each group has 3 min to think and 2 min to share (10 min).
3. End the session by writing up the basic rules of privacy protection on the board (2 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Handouts, whiteboard, markers, paper, pencils

TITLE TEXT VS. PICTURES: COLLAGE YOUR IDENTITY

TIME 10 minutes

STEPS

1. Pair up Ss and give them newspapers, magazines, and scissors. Each pair chooses a fictional identity and 
should assemble it using newspaper and magazine clippings. One partner should construct their identity 
with words only (e.g. headlines, parts of articles) and the other should construct their identity with images 
only (5 min).
2. Ask Ss to compare the ability of words vs. images to convey information. Then discuss and rate the 
ability of words or images to distort information and manipulate people. Is sharing too many photos 
dangerous for our privacy? (5 min)

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Newspapers, magazines, scissors, paper, glue/tape

ACTIVITY 3

ACTIVITY 4
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TITLE ROLE PLAY: MY RIGHT AS A SOURCE 

TIME 20 minutes

STEPS

1. Give Ss a handout (See Appendix) with the main principles of reporting on children’s issues, either 
from UNICEF or ONA, the Online News Association (8 min).
2. After Ss have read their handouts, present them with a scenario: Thieves rob a bank and take 
hostages. Among the hostages are a few teenagers. Fortunately, the police disarm the thieves. Journalists 
immediately reach the scene and want to interview the teenagers.
3. Divide Ss into 2 groups: the first group are the journalists — they should interview the hostages 
who are frightened and tired — and the second group are the teenagers — they should respond to 
the journalists while keeping their privacy (7 min).
4. Have Ss discuss how to protect their right to privacy if they need to communicate with journalists 
(5 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

See Appendix: 
UNICEF (https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/ethical-guidelines) 
ONA, Online News Association (https://ethics.journalists.org/topics/children-coverage-images-and-in-
terviews/)

TITLE DISCUSSION: RESPECTING OTHER’S PRIVACY

TIME 23 minutes

STEPS

1. Engage Ss in a discussion about respecting others’ privacy (5 min).
Show them the following statements and ask them whether they agree with them or not.

Today, in the age of social media, it is easy for everyone to act as a media source and to publish 
their own stories. 

It is important not only to select our sources of information but also to share information responsibly. 
Respecting others’ rights to privacy may sometimes conflict with our freedom of expression. The 

sharing of information should not be harmful to others’ rights and feelings. 
2. Divide Ss into pairs. Ask: Is it right to tag people in pictures without their consent? Is it honest to 
post part of a personal chat on social networks? Is it okay to take screenshots of chat conversations 
without the other person’s consent? The pairs have 8 min to discuss the topic.
3. 2 or 3 pairs get together to share and discuss their positions. Final questions: How would you 
feel if someone published information about you without your consent? How would you feel if you 
posted someone else’s personal data and hurt them? (10 min)

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Whiteboard or handout copy with the 3 statements

ACTIVITY 5

ACTIVITY 6

https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/ethical-guidelines
https://ethics.journalists.org/topics/children-coverage-images-and-interviews/
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TITLE MEDIA ANGEL VS. MEDIA DEVIL

TIME 15 minutes

STEPS

1. Divide the class into 2 groups. The first group plays Angels — they should think about and share 
all the positive characteristics of contemporary media (both new media and traditional media). The 
second group plays Devils — they should think about and share all the negative characteristics of 
contemporary media. Give the groups 5 min to think and 5 min to share.
2. Discussion: What is the importance of critical thinking to media consumers?
3. Write key words from the discussion on the board.

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Whiteboard, markers

ACTIVITY 7

1. THE RIGHT TO PRIVACY  

Definition: The right to privacy means our right to control the information about our private lives that is known 
and shared by others. We have the right to control information regarding our name, image, address, date of birth, 
correspondence, family members, family lives, relationships with other people, intimate lives, health, etc. The 
right to privacy includes the right to be left alone, too. The right to privacy is a part of our inherent human rights 
and must be respected by everyone in society.

In some cases, there might be good reason to reveal details about someone’s private life, e.g. when it concerns an 
issue important to society and when it contributes to public debate. What can be revealed and when it serves the 
public interest should be assessed in each individual case. The status of the person involved is linked to the public 
interest in his/her private life. In the case of a public figure whose actions involve a high level of public interest, an 
intrusion into their private life will be evaluated less strictly than in cases of unknown private individuals.

2. PRINCIPLES AND GUIDELINES FOR MEDIA REPORTING ON CHILDREN  

Media reporting on children and young people should never put them at risk. UNICEF has developed principles 
and guidelines to help journalists report on children’s issues in a way that enables them to serve the public 
interest without compromising the rights of children.

These are six guidelines for interviewing children and seven principles for reporting on children's issues.

SIX GUIDELINES FOR INTERVIEWING CHILDREN  

1. Do no harm to any child; avoid questions, attitudes or comments that are judgmental, insensitive to cultural 
values, that place a child in danger, or expose a child to humiliation. 

2. Do not discriminate in choosing children to interview because of their sex, race, age, religion, status, educational 
background, or physical abilities.

KEY CONCEPTS
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3. No staging: do not ask children to tell a story or take an action that is not part of their own history. 

4. Ensure that the child or guardian knows they are talking to a reporter. Explain the purpose of the interview and 
its intended use.  

5. Get permission from the child and his or her guardian for all interviews, videotaping, and, when possible, for 
documentary photographs. When possible and appropriate, this permission should be in writing.

6. Pay attention to where and how the child is interviewed. Limit the number of interviewers and photographers. 
Try to make certain that children are comfortable and able to tell their story without outside pressure, including 
from the interviewer.

SEVEN PRINCIPLES FOR REPORTING ON CHILDREN

1. Do not further categorize any child; avoid descriptions that expose a child to harm — including additional 
physical or psychological trauma — or to lifelong abuse, discrimination, or rejection by their local communities.

2. Always provide accurate context for the child's story or image. 

3. Always change the name and obscure the visual identity of any child who is identified as:
a victim of sexual abuse or exploitation;
a perpetrator of physical or sexual abuse;
HIV positive, or living with AIDS, unless the child, a parent or a guardian gives fully informed consent;
charged or convicted of a crime.

4. In certain circumstances of risk or the potential risk of harm, change the name and obscure the visual identity 
of any child who is identified as a current or former child combatant or a refugee or internally displaced person.

5. In certain cases, using a child's identity (their name and/or recognizable image) is in the child's best interests. 
However, when the child's identity is used, they must still be protected against harm. For example:

when a child initiates contact with a reporter, wanting to exercise their right to freedom of expression and 
their right to have their opinion heard;

when a child is part of a sustained program of activism or social mobilization and wants to be identified as 
such.

6. Confirm the accuracy of what the child has to say, either with other children or an adult, preferably with both. 

7. When in doubt about whether a child is at risk, report on the general situation for children rather than on an 
individual child, no matter how newsworthy the story.
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The last lesson from the classroom toolkit will call students to action and raise awareness about the information 
they receive. Through various activities, students will be provoked to look critically at the content they read 
and watch every day. As a result, students will be able to show others how to choose more reliable sources of 
information, as well as how to check if a piece of information is accountable. Finally, they will take away the tools 
needed to address fake information when they spot it.

OBJECTIVES

1. Ss will explore and document their own media consumption in order to become more responsible readers, 
listeners, and viewers.

EXPECTED RESULTS

Ss develop the skills to select sources of information and distinguish real and fake news.
Ss are able to check the authenticity of information.
Ss should be responsible media consumers.

OUTLINE OF THE KEY CONCEPTS
(See the corresponding Key Concepts Section) 

1.  Media diet 
2.  Filter bubble 

VOCABULARY

Media diet
Fake news
Fact-checking
Filter bubble

LESSON LENGTH

40-75 minutes

ACTIVITY LESSON 
OBJECTIVE TIME

1. Fred Fact Doesn’t Fall for Fake News 1 10 min

2. The Media Pyramid: Evaluate your media consumption 1 20 min

3. Fact-check Game 1 15 min

4. You are the Media You Eat: My media diet 1 10 min

5. Spot the Fake News 1 15 min

6. My Filter Bubble 1 10 min

LESSON  PLAN: ACTIVITIES AND TIMEFRAME: 
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TITLE FRED FACT DOESN’T FALL FOR FAKE NEWS 

TIME 10 minutes

STEPS

1. Introduce the importance of responsible media consumption by showing the comic book “Fred 
Fact Doesn’t Fall for Fake News” (4 min).
2. Share the following checklist, “How to be a responsible media consumer” (1 min):

Verify news before sharing.
Recognize different points of view and put the information in its context.
Think critically, looking for different perspectives. 
Make a list of the media you trust. Update it regularly.
Share information responsibly. Say what you want to say and respect others’ opinions. Understand 

that your messages have an impact. 
Share verification tools with your parents and your friends. 

3. Ss should give examples of fake news that they have recently heard or read. How did they know it 
was fake news? What are some sources of fake news? Do Ss think they are responsible media con-
sumers? (5 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Internet connection, laptop, projector
Fact Fred comic book (also see Appendix):
https://factcheckingday.com/assets/files/hs2xhbfskr.pdf
Credit: This comic book was produced by the Brazilian fact-checking platform Aos Fatos, in partnership 
with the International Fact-Checking Network at the Poynter Institute

RESOURCES FOR FURTHER READING
· The (almost) complete history of fake news (The BBC): Mike Wending outlines the history of fake news and 

disinformation.
· Fake news has a long history (The Guardian): Tempting as it is to legislate against manipulated ‘facts’, it both 

misguided and dangerous. 
· How Fake Images Spread Racist Stereotypes about Migrants Across the Globe (France 24): An example of 

fake images and how they spread negative stereotypes. 

HOMEWORK ACTIVITIES

1. Write a detailed list of reliable media, then write a list of media that spread fake news. Show the lists to your 
family and friends and discuss them.
2. Write a “How to Spot Fake News” guide 

ACTIVITY 1

https://factcheckingday.com/assets/files/hs2xhbfskr.pdf
https://www.bbc.com/news/blogs-trending-42724320
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/feb/11/fake-news-long-history-beware-state-involvement
http://observers.france24.com/en/20180105-fake-images-racist-stereotypes-migrants
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TITLE FACT-CHECK GAME 

TIME 15 minutes

STEPS

1. Review online sources for fact-checking (5 min).
Choose either “Fred Fact doesn’t Fall for Fake News” or Common Sense Media’s online tool for teens.
2. Using examples of news items below, ask Ss to try and check the authenticity of the news via one of the 
online fact-checking tools (10 min).
Select 3 to 5 pieces of news in advance (See Appendix: according to level).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Internet connection, laptop and projector, computers or smartphones with Internet for Ss to do the 
fact-checking task, handouts of news stories (above)
Online tools:
https://factcheckingday.com/assets/files/hs2xhbfskr.pdf
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/lists/fact-checking-tools-for-teens-and-tweens
Examples of news for the activity:
https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/category/junk-news/
https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/category/fake-news/page/2/
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2018/01/the-6-fakest-fake-news-stories-of-2017

TITLE THE MEDIA PYRAMID: EVALUATE YOUR MEDIA CONSUMPTION

TIME 20 minutes

STEPS

1. Display or draw the media pyramid (before class). 
2. Ask Ss to make and share their media diaries — a list of media they use and the time they spend on 
media content (10 min).
3. Now have Ss evaluate and discuss where on the pyramid their media consumption lies (10 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Digital (or printed) image of the media pyramid, laptop, projector, whiteboard

ACTIVITY 2

ACTIVITY 3

https://factcheckingday.com/assets/files/hs2xhbfskr.pdf
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/lists/fact-checking-tools-for-teens-and-tweens
https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/category/junk-news/
https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/category/fake-news/page/2/
https://www.vanityfair.com/news/2018/01/the-6-fakest-fake-news-stories-of-2017
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TITLE YOU ARE THE MEDIA YOU EAT: MY MEDIA DIET

TIME 10 minutes

STEPS

1. Introduce Ss to the definition of a “media diet.” Present a “healthy” media diet with a graphic (2 min).
2. Divide Ss into pairs. One S tries to describe their own media diet using the scheme while the other 
provides coaching on how to make their media diet healthier. Then partners switch (8 min).

Description of the scheme (leveled):

CEFR Level B1-B2

Definition: Your media diet (consumption) is all the media information you get. Most people are 
addicted to news, social media, TV shows, and other sources. However, people need to choose 
carefully what information they consume and how often. The scheme presents the recommended 
amounts for a healthy media diet.

CEFR Level C1+ 

Definition: Your media diet (or media consumption) is the amount of media (information and 
entertainment) you use. Most people are addicted to consuming news, social media, TV shows, etc. 
You have to try, though, to be more selective in what you consume. It is also important to be aware 
of how often you use media content. The scheme presents the recommended amounts for a healthy 
media diet.

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Laptop, projector, whiteboard, paper, pencils
“Media diet” graphic

ACTIVITY 4
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TITLE MY FILTER BUBBLE

TIME 10 minutes

STEPS

1. Introduce the concept of a “filter bubble” by showing a video clip (3 min).
2. Provide the definition of the term (according to level):

CEFR Level B1-B2

Definition: A “filter bubble” describe the process where online search engines and social media show 
you information based only on your past searches, preferences, and friends. 

CEFR Level C1+ 

Definition: A “filter bubble” is a sort of online echo chamber, where — thanks to your choice of 
friends, information sources, and political preferences — you only see information that confirms your 
worldview.
3. Now have Ss draw a visual representation of their own filter bubbles, including: videos, brands, facts 
I like, people whose opinion I like, news sources I like (7 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Internet connection, laptop, projector, paper, pencils
“Filter bubble” (clip):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zk1o2BpC79g

TITLE SPOT THE FAKE NEWS

TIME 15 minutes

STEPS

1. Show a video clip with the main tips for spotting fake news (1-3 min). 
2. Introduce the tools available to report fake news on Facebook with another clip (1 min).
3. Divide the class into 3 groups. Each group should look for and report fake news in the media/on 
social media (5 min).
4. Have groups compare the fake news they have spotted and discuss the dangers of spreading fake 
news (5 min).

MATERIALS 
AND 
RESOURCES

Internet connection, laptop, projector, computers or smartphones for Ss with Internet
How to spot fake news (clips):
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G7TVYfJwTQI  
or
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xf8mjbVRqao  
Facebook filters (clip):
https://vimeo.com/195753689

ACTIVITY 5

ACTIVITY 6

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zk1o2BpC79g
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G7TVYfJwTQI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xf8mjbVRqao
https://vimeo.com/195753689
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APPLY THE KEY CONCEPTS AND DEFINITIONS SS HAVE LEARNED THROUGH-
OUT THE YEAR. NEW TERMS: 

1. Media diet  

Your media diet (or media consumption) is the amount of media (information and entertainment) you use. Most 
people are addicted to consuming news, social media, TV shows, etc. You have to try, though, to be more selective 
in what you consume. It is also important to be aware of how often you use media content. The scheme presents 
the recommended amounts for a healthy media diet.

2. Filter bubble  

Definition: A “filter bubble” is a sort of online echo chamber, where — thanks to your choice of friends, information 
sources, and political preferences — you only see information that confirms your worldview.

KEY CONCEPTS
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 THE ROLE OF THE FREE PRESS 

MAIN CONCEPTS OF NEWS LITERACY

ACT 5-6 MAIN CONCEPTS OF NEWS LITERACY-ORIGINAL

1. Informed citizens are essential to good government and free society.

2. There is a public value to sharing accurate, newsworthy information.

3. The Internet has changed how people receive news information and now people have to take a more active 
role in becoming well informed and sharing accurate information.

4. Accurate information is available online, but so is poor quality, misleading information.

5. The Internet makes it possible to independently fact check and verify information by looking at multiple 
information providers. In assessing accuracy of information, it is important to consider who is providing it and 
their sources and whether the information includes verifiable

6. Facts and key perspectives as opposed to opinions and unsubstantiated conclusions.

7. To be well informed, one should get news from multiple outlets representing different perspectives.

8. It’s important to follow a story over time to be able to trust the information.

9. Some news and information has a strong bias, and there are ways to recognize this.

10. One should be skeptical of information based purely on anonymous or biased sources.

11. It’s important to be aware of one’s own biases and assumptions and seek reliable information that challenges 
one’s own views.

12. It is important to be open minded rather than having fixed opinions that can’t be changed even with new 
facts.

Source: Created by Baruch College Professor Geanne Rosenberg and Alan Miller, director of the News Literacy 
Project, in collaboration with Dean Miller, director of Stony Brook University’s News Literacy Center, and Tom 
Rosenstiel, founder and director of the Project for Excellence in Journalism. Reprinted with permission—for 
educational use only.
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MAIN CONCEPTS OF NEWS LITERACY

ACT 5-6 MAIN CONCEPTS OF NEWS LITERACY-ADAPTED

Adapted for CEFR Level B1 – B2 
1. Informed citizens are the key to good governments and free societies.

2. People benefit from getting reliable, newsworthy information. 

3. The Internet has changed the way people receive their news, while also making them play a more active role 
in finding and sharing reliable sources of information. 

4. Both accurate and misleading information sources can be found on the Internet.

5. The Internet makes it possible to independently fact check and verify information by looking at multiple 
information sources.

6. In order to make sure that information is accurate, it is important to keep in mind: who is providing it, if there 
are verifiable sources and facts, and if it provides key perspectives rather than just opinions and unconfirmed 
conclusions.

7. To be well informed, one should get news from multiple outlets with different perspectives.

8. It’s important to follow a story over time to be able to trust the information.

9. Some news and information are strongly bias, and there are ways to recognize this.

10. One should be skeptical of information based only on anonymous or biased sources.

11. It’s important to recognize one’s own biases and fixed beliefs and look for reliable information that challenges 
one’s own views.

12. It is important to be open minded rather than having fixed opinions that can’t be changed even with new 
facts.
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MAIN CONCEPTS OF NEWS LITERACY

ACT 5-6 MAIN CONCEPTS OF NEWS LITERACY-ADAPTED

Adapted for CEFR Level C1+
1. Informed citizens are central to ensuring proper governance and establishing a free society.

2. Having access to accurate, newsworthy information serves only to the benefit of the wider audience. 

3. The Internet has vastly changed the way people receive their news; this change has also compelled people to 
actively seek and share reliable sources of information.

4. Accurate information is available online, however, more often we find poor quality, misleading information.

5. The Internet allows for independent fact checking and information verification by scrutinizing 
multiple information sources.

6. In assessing the accuracy of information, it is crucial to consider who is providing it, their sources, and 
whether the information includes verifiable facts and key perspectives as opposed to opinions and unsubstantiated 
conclusions.

7. Being well informed necessitates receiving news from multiple outlets representing different perspectives.

8. It’s crucial to follow a story over time to be able to trust the information.

9. Some news and information contain a strong bias, and there are ways to recognize this.

10. One should be skeptical of information based purely on anonymous or biased sources.

11. It’s important to become aware of one’s own biases and prejudices and seek reliable information that 
challenges one’s own perspectives.

13. It is essential to keep an open mind rather than having fixed opinions that even facts are unable to budge.

Source: Created by Baruch College Professor Geanne Rosenberg and Alan Miller, director of the News Literacy 
Project, in collaboration with Dean Miller, director of Stony Brook University’s News Literacy Center, and Tom 
Rosenstiel, founder and director of the Project for Excellence in Journalism. Reprinted with permission — for 
educational use only.
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ACT 3 SPJ CODE OF ETHICS-ORIGINAL

ACT 3 SPJ CODE OF ETHICS-ORIGINAL



The SPJ Code of Ethics is a statement of abiding principles supported by additional explanations and position papers (at spj.org) that address changing journalistic practices.  
It is not a set of rules, rather a guide that encourages all who engage in journalism to take responsibility for the information they provide, regardless of medium. The code should 
be read as a whole; individual principles should not be taken out of context. It is not, nor can it be under the First Amendment, legally enforceable.

Seek TruTh and reporT IT 
Ethical journalism should be accurate and fair. Journalists should  
be honest and courageous in gathering, reporting and interpreting 
information.

Journalists should: 

u Take responsibility for the accuracy of their work. Verify information before 
releasing it. Use original sources whenever possible.

u Remember that neither speed nor format excuses inaccuracy.
u Provide context. Take special care not to misrepresent or oversimplify in 

promoting, previewing or summarizing a story.
u Gather, update and correct information throughout the life of a news story.
u Be cautious when making promises, but keep the promises they make.
u Identify sources clearly. The public is entitled to as much information as pos-

sible to judge the reliability and motivations of sources.
u Consider sources’ motives before promising anonymity. Reserve anonymity for 

sources who may face danger, retribution or other harm, and have information 
that cannot be obtained elsewhere. Explain why anonymity was granted.

u Diligently seek subjects of news coverage to allow them to respond to criti-
cism or allegations of wrongdoing.

u Avoid undercover or other surreptitious methods of gathering information 
unless traditional, open methods will not yield information vital to the public.

u Be vigilant and courageous about holding those with power accountable.  
Give voice to the voiceless.

u Support the open and civil exchange of views, even views they find repugnant.
u Recognize a special obligation to serve as watchdogs over public affairs and 

government. Seek to ensure that the public’s business is conducted in the 
open, and that public records are open to all.

u Provide access to source material when it is relevant and appropriate.
u Boldly tell the story of the diversity and magnitude of the human experience.  

Seek sources whose voices we seldom hear.
u Avoid stereotyping. Journalists should examine the ways their values and  

experiences may shape their reporting.
u Label advocacy and commentary.
u Never deliberately distort facts or context, including visual information.  

Clearly label illustrations and re-enactments.
u Never plagiarize. Always attribute.

MInIMIze harM
Ethical journalism treats sources, subjects, colleagues and members of 
the public as human beings deserving of respect. 

Journalists should:

u Balance the public’s need for information against potential harm or discomfort. 
Pursuit of the news is not a license for arrogance or undue intrusiveness. 

u Show compassion for those who may be affected by news coverage. Use 
heightened sensitivity when dealing with juveniles, victims of sex crimes, 
and sources or subjects who are inexperienced or unable to give consent. 
Consider cultural differences in approach and treatment.

u Recognize that legal access to information differs from an ethical justifica-
tion to publish or broadcast.

u Realize that private people have a greater right to control information about 
themselves than public figures and others who seek power, influence or 
attention. Weigh the consequences of publishing or broadcasting personal 
information.

u Avoid pandering to lurid curiosity, even if others do.
u Balance a suspect’s right to a fair trial with the public’s right to know. Consider 

the implications of identifying criminal suspects before they face legal charges.
u Consider the long-term implications of the extended reach and permanence of 

publication. Provide updated and more complete information as appropriate.

acT IndependenTly
The highest and primary obligation of ethical journalism is to serve  
the public. 

Journalists should:

u Avoid conflicts of interest, real or perceived. Disclose unavoidable conflicts.
u Refuse gifts, favors, fees, free travel and special treatment, and avoid politi-

cal and other outside activities that may compromise integrity or impartiality, 
or may damage credibility.

u Be wary of sources offering information for favors or money; do not pay for 
access to news. Identify content provided by outside sources, whether paid 
or not.

u Deny favored treatment to advertisers, donors or any other special interests, 
and resist internal and external pressure to influence coverage.

u Distinguish news from advertising and shun hybrids that blur the lines 
between the two. Prominently label sponsored content.

Be accounTaBle and TranSparenT
Ethical journalism means taking responsibility for one's work and 
explaining one’s decisions to the public.

Journalists should:

u Explain ethical choices and processes to audiences. Encourage a civil 
dialogue with the public about journalistic practices, coverage and news 
content.

u Respond quickly to questions about accuracy, clarity and fairness.
u Acknowledge mistakes and correct them promptly and prominently. Explain 

corrections and clarifications carefully and clearly.
u Expose unethical conduct in journalism, including within their organizations.
u Abide by the same high standards they expect of others.

preaMBle
Members of the Society of Professional Journalists believe that public enlightenment is the forerunner of justice and the foundation of democracy. 
Ethical journalism strives to ensure the free exchange of information that is accurate, fair and thorough. An ethical journalist acts with integrity.

The Society declares these four principles as the foundation of ethical journalism and encourages their use in its practice by all people in all media.
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THE SOCIETY OF PROFESSIONAL JOURNALISTS’ CODE OF ETHICS

Adapted for CEFR Level B1-B2

Introduction 

Members of the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) believe that a well-informed society is important for 
democracy.  Ethical journalism is about the exchange of information that is accurate, fair and complete. An 
ethical journalist is someone who is motivated by the truth. 

There are four key principles of ethical journalism that should be followed in all media.

1. Look for Truth and Report it

Ethical journalism should be accurate and fair. Journalists should be honest and brave when collecting, reporting 
and interpreting information.

As journalists, you should:

Balance. Make sure that your work is accurate. Information should be checked before publishing. Use original 
sources if possible.

Remember that there is no excuse for inaccuracy.
Provide context. Information should not be simplified or presented wrongly at any stage of the writing process. 
Collect, update and correct information throughout the life of a news story.
Be careful when making promises, but keep the promises you make.
Identify sources clearly. Enough information should be given to the public to be able to judge the reliability 

and motivations of sources.
Consider sources’ motives before promising anonymity. Anonymity should be given to sources that may be in 

danger of harm and whose information is valuable. Explain why anonymity was given.
Try to find subjects of news reporting and allow them to respond to criticism or criminal accusation. 
Follow traditional, open methods of collecting information. Only if they fail, undercover or other non-traditional 

methods should be used. 
Do not be afraid to hold people in power responsible for their actions. Give voice to the voiceless. 
Support the open and polite exchange of views, even views which you think are wrong.
Understand that your role is to monitor public affairs and the government. Make sure that people have access 

to public records and that the government does not hide anything. 
Give access to source material when it is necessary.
Tell stories of different human experiences. Look for the stories which we rarely hear. 
Avoid stereotyping and personal bias. 
Make it clear when your writing includes open support for something or personal beliefs.
Never change facts or context, including visual information. Clearly label illustrations. 
Never copy someone else’s writing. Always cite.
Show kindness to people affected by news reporting, especially to children, victims of sex crimes, or any others, 

who can’t give their permission. Pay attention to cultural differences.
Understand that just because you have legal access to some information, that does not make it suitable for 

publishing or showing on TV.
Realize that regular people have a greater right to their privacy than public figures or other people in power. 

Carefully think of the consequences of publishing or televising personal information. 
Do not be motivated by strong curiosity, even if others are.
Balance a suspect’s right to a fair trial with the public’s right to know. 
Pay special attention to the long-term impact of your work. Information should be updated over time. 

ACT 3 SPJ CODE OF ETHICS-ADAPTED
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2. Act Independently

The main goal of ethical journalism is to serve the public.

As journalists, you should:

Avoid conflicts of interest; if this is impossible, inform the public.  
Refuse gifts or any other special treatment. Avoid political and other activities that might make the public 

doubt your information.
Do not trust sources that offer information in return for money or a favor. Look for information from other 

sources.  
Do not be pressured or influenced by advertisers, donors, etc. 
Know the difference between advertising and reporting and be careful not to mix them. The public should 

know which news is sponsored and which is not. 

3. Be responsible and clear

Ethical journalism provides the public with reliable and clear information.

As journalists, you should:

Explain ethical choices and processes to audiences. Be open to having a dialogue with the public about 
journalistic work and news reporting.

 Respond quickly to questions about accuracy, clarity and fairness.
Admit mistakes and correct them quickly. Explain corrections carefully and clearly.
Point to unethical journalism, even in your own organization.
Follow the same high standards which you expect of others. 

4. Minimize harm

Ethical journalism treats everyone with respect.

As journalists, you should:

Balance the public’s need for information against potential harm or discomfort; do not be arrogant or too 
pushy when collecting information. 

The SPJ Code of Ethics is a declaration of principles, supported by additional documentation (available at spj.org). 
Its goal is to address changing journalistic practices. It is not a set of rules, but a guide for journalists who take 
responsibility for their work. The code is a complete text and no individual part should be taken out of context. 
It is not a legal document.

ACT 3 SPJ CODE OF ETHICS-ADAPTED
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THE SOCIETY OF PROFESSIONAL JOURNALISTS’ CODE OF ETHICS

Adapted for CEFR Level C1 + 

Introduction 

Members of the Society of Professional Journalists (SPJ) believe that having a well-informed public is paramount 
to achieving a fully democratic society and ensuring justice. Ethical journalism strives to ensure the free exchange 
of information that is accurate, fair and complete. An ethical journalist acts with integrity. 

The Society declares these four principles as the foundation of ethical journalism and encourages their use by all 
people in all media.

1. Seek truth and report it

Ethical journalism should be accurate and fair. Journalists should be honest and brave when collecting, reporting 
and interpreting information.

Journalists should:

Take responsibility for the accuracy of their work. Verify information before releasing it. Use original sources 
whenever possible.

Remember that neither speed nor format is an excuse for inaccuracy.
Provide context. Take special care not to misrepresent or oversimplify information.
Gather, update and correct information throughout the life of a news story.
Be cautious when making promises, but keep the promises they make.
Identify sources clearly. The public deserves to have as much information as possible to judge the reliability 

and motivations of sources.
Consider sources’ motives before promising anonymity. Reserve anonymity for sources that may face danger or 

other harm, and that have information that cannot be obtained elsewhere. Explain why anonymity was granted.
Seek out subjects of news coverage and allow them to respond to criticism or accusations of wrongdoing.
Avoid undercover or other covert methods of gathering information unless traditional, open methods will not 

satisfactorily result in getting information vital to the public.
Be cautious and courageous about holding those with power accountable. Give voice to the voiceless.
Support the open and civil exchange of views, even views they find offensive.
Recognize a special obligation to serve as watchdogs over public affairs and government. Ensure that public 

officials’ business is conducted in the open and that public records are open to all.
Provide access to source material when it is relevant and appropriate.
Boldly tell the story of a variety of human experiences. Seek sources whose voices we rarely hear.
Avoid stereotyping. Journalists should examine the ways their values and experiences may shape their reporting.
Label sponsorship and commentary.
Never distort facts or context on purpose, including visual information. Clearly label illustrations. 
Never plagiarize. Always cite.
Show empathy to those who may be affected by news reporting, especially when dealing with children, victims of 

sex crimes, and sources or subjects who are inexperienced or unable to give consent. Consider cultural differences.
Realize that legal access to information is different from an ethical justification to publish or broadcast.
Realize that private people have a greater right to control information about themselves than public figures 

and others who seek power. Consider the consequences of publishing or broadcasting personal information.
Avoid becoming victim to strong curiosity, even if others do.
Balance a suspect’s right to a fair trial with the public’s right to know. Consider the consequences of identifying 

criminal suspects before they face legal charges.
Consider the long-term consequences of their publication. Provide updated and more complete information 

when needed.

ACT 3 SPJ CODE OF ETHICS-ADAPTED
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2. Act Independently 

The highest and most primary obligation of ethical journalism is to serve the public.

Journalists should:

Avoid conflicts of interest, real or perceived. Inform about unavoidable conflicts.
Refuse gifts, favors, free travel and special treatment, and avoid political and other outside activities that may 

compromise integrity or neutrality, or may damage the reliability of the reporting.
Be distrustful of sources offering information for favors or money; do not pay for access to news. Identify 

content provided by external sources, whether paid or not.
Deny preferential treatment to advertisers, donors or any other special interests, and resist internal and 

external pressure to influence reporting.
Distinguish news from advertising and not mix the two. It is important to label sponsored content. 

3. Be accountable and transparent

Ethical journalism means taking responsibility for one's work and explaining one’s decisions to the public.

Journalists should:

Explain ethical choices and processes to audiences. Encourage a civil dialogue with the public about 
journalistic practices, coverage and news content.

Respond quickly to questions about accuracy, clarity and fairness.
Admit mistakes and correct them promptly. Explain corrections and clarifications carefully and clearly.
Expose unethical behavior in journalism, including within their organizations.
Follow the same high standards they expect of others. 

4. Minimize harm

Ethical journalism treats sources, subjects, colleagues and members of the public as human beings deserving of 
respect.

Journalists should:

Balance the public’s need for information against potential harm or discomfort; avoid arrogance or excessive 
interference when gathering information. 

The SPJ Code of Ethics is a statement of principles supported by additional explanations and opinion papers (at 
spj.org) that address changing journalistic practices. It is not a set of rules, but a guide that encourages journalists 
to take responsibility for the information they provide, regardless of medium. The code should be read as a whole; 
individual principles should not be taken out of context. It is not legally enforceable. It is not a legal document.

Source: https://www.spj.org/pdf/spj-code-of-ethics.pdf

ACT 3 SPJ CODE OF ETHICS-ADAPTED

https://www.spj.org/pdf/spj-code-of-ethics.pdf
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NEW YORK TIMES: REPORTER ROUTINELY FAKED ARTICLES

PROBE ALLEGES MADE-UP QUOTES, PLAGIARISM IN AT LEAST 36 STORIES

Sunday, May 11, 2003, CNN 

NEW YORK (CNN) -- The New York Times has concluded, after an extensive internal investigation, that one of 
its former reporters committed "frequent acts of journalistic fraud."

In a 7,500 word article published Saturday on its Web site, the prestigious newspaper accuses the reporter of 
making up reports from other cities while writing from his apartment in Brooklyn. The paper says the reporter 
invented quotes, wrote about scenery from published photographs and stole material from other news 
organizations. 

The article, to be published in Sunday's print editions, details how reporter Jayson Blair, 27, was quickly promoted 
through the ranks from intern to the national desk despite a history of corrections, sloppy reporting and lectures 
from his editors. 

Blair did not comment on the paper's investigation, though he was given numerous opportunities to defend 
himself or provide accurate information, the newspaper reported. 

Blair started as an intern who was promoted to a full-time job covering police and eventually covered such 
high-profile stories as the Washington-area sniper investigation and the homecoming of rescued prisoner of war 
Pfc. Jessica Lynch. The Times articles calls Blair's career a "profound betrayal of trust and a low point in the 152-
year history of the newspaper." 

Blair resigned this month after the San Antonio Express-News raised questions about whether he had plagiarized 
its story about the family of a soldier missing in Iraq. 

The Times said its own investigation showed Blair's deceptions to be much more widespread, with problems in 
at least 36 of the 73 articles Blair had written since transferring to the national desk in October. The investigation 
is continuing into more than 600 articles he wrote, and the paper is urging readers who know of additional dis-
crepancies to come forward. 

Publisher Arthur Ochs Sulzberger Jr. called the revelations "a huge black eye. 

"It's an abrogation of the trust between the newspaper and its readers," he said. 

The paper said its investigation showed that Blair, while assigned as a roving national reporter, was actually 
spending much of his time in New York when his editors thought he was covering stories in remote locations. 
Blair turned in receipts from New York restaurants and stores that he portrayed as receipts from his travels. He 
never asked to be reimbursed for flights, hotels or rental cars, the newspaper reported. 

To create the illusion that he was on the scene, the Times alleged, Blair peppered his stories with details obtained 
from photographs of the events and material from other news organizations. 

He used his cell phone and computer to communicate with editors, pretending to be on assignment in another 
city. 

Quotes in stories were attributed to people who have subsequently told the Times they never spoke to Blair, the 
Times reported. One of those instances involved Lynch's family. 

According to the Times, no one in Lynch's family remembers speaking to Blair, even though he filed five articles, 
datelined from their hometown of Palestine, West Virginia, that vividly described them and their home. The 
article described the home as overlooking tobacco fields and cattle pastures, when it, in fact, does not.

ACT 6 NEW YORK TIMES-REPORTER ROUTINELY FAKED ARTICLES-ORIGINAL
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PROBE ALSO FAULTS REPORTER'S SUPERVISORS

The investigation also raised questions about the editorial supervision of Blair, who came to the paper in June 
1999 after having worked as an intern there the previous summer while a student at the University of Maryland. 
When he was hired, Times officials assumed he had graduated, but college officials say he has a year of course 
work left to complete, the Times reported.

By January 2001, Blair had worked his way from police reporter to staff reporter on the metropolitan desk, even 
though some of the editors with whom he worked expressed concerns about his work, according to the Times 
investigation. 

In April 2002, Jonathan Landman, the metropolitan editor, was so concerned about the quality of Blair's work and 
the number of errors he was making that he sent an e-mail to newsroom administrators saying, "We have to stop 
Jayson from writing for the Times. Right now." 

Blair was eventually promoted. 

Blair was reprimanded and took the first of two brief leaves. He was watched closely for a short time, and the 
accuracy of his work improved, the newspaper reported. Soon he was transferred to the national desk, where he 
was sent to cover the Washington-area sniper shootings last fall. 

Shortly after receiving the assignment, Blair wrote a front-page exclusive that reported that the U.S. attorney had 
forced investigators to end their interrogation of suspect John Muhammad just as he was ready to confess. He 
attributed the information to five unnamed law enforcement sources. 

Blair's editors never asked him to identify the sources, the Times reported, and the paper concedes that the 
article, which drew fire from federal officials at the time, was flawed. 

National editors said they were unaware of Blair's accuracy problems and said they would have asked more 
questions if they had known of previous editors' concerns. The newspaper conceded that poor communication 
among senior editors, as well as a lack of complaints from the subjects of his articles, allowed Blair to escape 
detection. 

Blair's expense reports also did not raise a red flag at the Times, despite the fact that he did not submit a single 
receipt for a hotel room, rental car or airplane ticket during a five-month period when he purportedly filed stories 
from 20 cities in six states, the Times reported.

Source: http://edition.cnn.com/2003/US/Northeast/05/10/ny.times.reporter/

ACT 6 NEW YORK TIMES-REPORTER ROUTINELY FAKED ARTICLES-ORIGINAL
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NEW YORK TIMES: REPORTER ROUTINELY FAKED ARTICLES

PROBE ALLEGES MADE-UP QUOTES, PLAGIARISM IN AT LEAST 36 STORIES

Sunday, May 11, 2003, CNN 

Adapted for CEFR Level B1-B2

NEW YORK (CNN) -- After a long investigation, The New York Times has admitted that one of its former reporters 
committed journalistic fraud.

In the article, published on Saturday, the famous newspaper accuses the reporter of making up stories from 
other cities. The paper says the reporter invented quotes, used published photographs and stole material from 
other news organizations.

The article also describes how reporter Jayson Blair, 27, was quickly promoted from an internship to the national 
desk despite a history of errors, bad reporting and complaints from his editors.

Blair did not comment on the paper's investigation, although he was given numerous opportunities to defend 
himself and provide accurate information.

Blair started as an intern who was promoted to a full-time job covering police and eventually more high-profile 
stories. The article admits that Blair betrayed the newspaper’s trust and that the story is a low point in The Times’ 
152-year history. 

Blair quit this month after the San Antonio Express-News questioned a story he had written about the family of 
a soldier missing in Iraq.

The Times said its own investigation showed problems in at least 36 of the 73 articles Blair had written since 
transferring to the national desk in October. The investigation goes on with more than 600 articles he wrote, and 
the paper is asking readers who know of additional issues with his work to come forward.

Publisher Arthur Ochs Sulzberger, Jr., called the findings "a huge black eye”.

"It ruins the trust between the newspaper and its readers," he said.

The paper said its investigation showed that when Blair’s editors thought he was covering stories in remote 
locations, he was actually in New York. Blair showed receipts from New York restaurants and stores that he 
claimed as receipts from his travels. He never asked to be compensated for flights, hotels or rental cars.

To create the illusion that he was on the scene, Blair added details taken from photographs of the events and 
material from other news organizations.

He used his cell phone and computer to communicate with editors, pretending to be on assignment in another 
city.

Quotes in stories were attributed to people who later told the Times they never spoke to Blair.

Source: http://edition.cnn.com/2003/US/Northeast/05/10/ny.times.reporter/

ACT 6 NEW YORK TIMES-REPORTER ROUTINELY FAKED ARTICLES-ADAPTED

http://edition.cnn.com/2003/US/Northeast/05/10/ny.times.reporter/
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NEW YORK TIMES: REPORTER ROUTINELY FAKED ARTICLES

PROBE ALLEGES MADE-UP QUOTES, PLAGIARISM IN AT LEAST 36 STORIES

Sunday, May 11, 2003, CNN 

Adapted for  CEFR Level C1 +

NEW YORK (CNN) -- The New York Times has concluded, after an extensive internal investigation, that one of 
its former reporters committed "frequent acts of journalistic fraud."

In a 7,500-word article published Saturday on its website, the prestigious newspaper accuses the reporter of 
making up reports from other cities while writing from his apartment in Brooklyn. The paper says the reporter 
invented quotes, wrote about scenery from published photographs and stole material from other news 
organizations.

The article, to be published in Sunday's print editions, details how reporter Jayson Blair, 27, was quickly promoted 
from intern to national desk reporter despite a history of corrections, poor reporting and complaints from his 
editors.

Blair did not comment on the paper's investigation, though he was given numerous opportunities to defend 
himself and provide accurate information, the newspaper reported.

Blair started as an intern who was promoted to a full-time job covering police and eventually covered high-profile 
stories. The Times article calls Blair's career a "betrayal of trust and a low point in the 152-year history of the 
newspaper."

Blair resigned this month after the San Antonio Express-News raised questions about whether he had plagiarized 
its story about the family of a soldier missing in Iraq.

The Times said its own investigation showed Blair's deceptions to be much more widespread, with problems in at 
least 36 of the 73 articles Blair had written since transferring to the national desk in October. The investigation is 
continuing to look into more than 600 articles he wrote, and the paper is urging readers who know of additional 
problems in his writings to come forward.

Publisher Arthur Ochs Sulzberger, Jr., called the findings "a huge black eye”.

"It ruins the trust between the newspaper and its readers," he said.

The paper said its investigation showed that Blair, while assigned as a travelling reporter, actually spent much 
of his time in New York when his editors thought he was covering stories in remote locations. Blair turned in 
receipts from New York restaurants and stores that he portrayed as receipts from his travels. He never asked to 
be compensated for flights, hotels or rental cars, the newspaper reported.

To create the illusion that he was on the scene, The Times claims, Blair added details obtained from photographs 
of the events and material from other news organizations.

He used his cell phone and computer to communicate with editors, pretending to be on assignment in another 
city.

Source: http://edition.cnn.com/2003/US/Northeast/05/10/ny.times.reporter/

ACT 6 NEW YORK TIMES-REPORTER ROUTINELY FAKED ARTICLES-ADAPTED
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"THE FUNDAMENTALS OF NEWS" TRANSCRIPT

NewseumED here, with your four-minute guide to the fundamentals of news.

You’ve probably been hearing a lot about fake news lately, but you can’t fully understand what’s going on with 
fake news before you know the essentials of real news.

So, what is news?

News is information about the world around us. It tells us what’s happening, where, when, why, to whom, and 
how it might affect our lives. Real news has a real impact.

For example, news about the weather tells us if we need an umbrella or not.

News about changes in our laws tells us what we can and can’t do.

And news about entertainment or attractions might help us make plans for the weekend.

Now, you’ve probably heard the words news and journalism used together. What’s the difference? Well, there’s 
some give and take in how these words are defined, but basically, journalism goes a step further than news in 
tracking down explanations and deepening our understanding.

News is about the essentials. For example: Train Derails in Smithville.

Journalism digs deeper. For example, Track At Derailment Site Owned By Company With History of Safety 
Violations.

Now, if we’re going to talk about news or journalism, we have have to talk about facts. A fact is a piece of 
information that is verifiable no matter how you look at it.

For example, fact: Spinach is green.

Facts are the fundamental building blocks of news and journalism. But sometimes, journalism — that deeper 
layer of information and analysis — may also present an opinion.

What’s an opinion? A subjective point of view that’s not necessarily true for everyone, everywhere.

For example, opinion: Spinach is disgusting.

But even when it’s expressing an opinion, real journalism backs up that point of view with facts.

For example, fact-based opinion: Spinach is disgusting because it attracts a bio-compound called geosmin that 
tastes like dirt.

There’s one more word you may often hear being used alongside news and journalism, and that’s media. The 
media are the organizations and technological tools that deliver news and journalism to you.

That includes things like news organizations and their products — so, your local newspaper and its website, or a 
cable news network.

The media also includes social media — those tools we all use to share and gather information, like Twitter or 
Snapchat or news feeds.

ACT 1 FUNDAMENTALS OF NEWS-VIDEO TRANSCRIPT
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It’s important to remember that not everything that shows up in the media is news or journalism. The media is 
also a way to deliver memes, jokes, rants, recipes, movies, TV shows … you get the idea.

Today’s media is more participatory than ever. That means that we as citizens can help shape the news. We can 
do this by posting our own accounts of breaking stories — that’s called citizen journalism — or by spreading the 
stories we think are important, or by responding to stories through comments or Tweets or other posts.

The First Amendment protects the freedom of the press — that’s the freedom to ask questions and report out 
the answers. In other words, the freedom of the media to create and share news and journalism. It’s a freedom 
that helps all of us stay informed about the world around us, so we can understand what’s happening and make 
decisions in our own lives based on facts.

As Abraham Lincoln once said, “Let the people know the facts, and the country will be safe.” The facts are 
fundamental to news, and the news is fundamental to us all.

That’s your four-minute guide to the fundamentals of news. Check out newseumED.org for more media literacy 
tips and resources. Thanks for watching!

ACT 1 FUNDAMENTALS OF NEWS-VIDEO TRANSCRIPT
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ACT 3 FUNDAMENTALS OF NEWS WORKSHEET



Washington, D.C., area school groups are sponsored by WTOP 103.5 FM. 

 
 
 

 

 
This video defines essential terms that will help you understand the media. Watch the video closely, 
then answer these questions. 
 
1. Define the term news and give an example of a recent news story. 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Describe how journalism is different from news. 
 
 
 
 
 
3. How is a fact different from an opinion? 
 
 
 
 
 
4. The word media refers to many things. List at least three examples. 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Why is it important to know the difference between facts and opinions and be able to identify which 

is which?  
 
 
 

 
 

6. How do you get news? 
 
 
 
 
 
7. How do you participate in the media?  
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HOW SOCIAL MEDIA ENDANGERS KNOWLEDGE

Hossein Derakhshan, Wired, 10.19.17

Wikipedia, one of the last remaining pillars of the open and decentralized web, is in existential crisis.

This has nothing to do with money. A couple of years ago, the site launched a panicky fundraising campaign, 
but ironically thanks to Donald Trump, Wikipedia has never been as wealthy or well-organized. American liberals, 
worried that Trump’s rise threatened the country’s foundational Enlightenment ideals, kicked in a significant flow 
of funds that has stabilized the nonprofit’s balance sheet.

The idea behind Wikipedia—like all encyclopedias before it—has been to collect the entirety of human knowledge. 
It’s a goal that extends back to the Islamic Golden Age, when numerous scholars—inspired by Muhammad's 
famous verdict of ‘Seek knowledge, even from China’—set themselves to collecting and documenting all exist-
ing information on a wide variety of topics, including translations from Greek, Persian, Syrian, and Indian into 
Arabic. In the 9th century, a Persian scholar named Ibn Qutaybah collected the first true encyclopedia, 10 books 
on power, war, nobility, character, learning and eloquence, asceticism, friendship, prayers, food, and women. 
He was followed a century later by another Persian scholar, al-Khwārizmī who, in addition to inventing algebra, 
produced an encyclopedia covering what he called indigenous knowledge (jurisprudence, scholastic philosophy, 
grammar, secretarial duties, prosody and poetic art, history) and foreign knowledge (philosophy, logic, medicine, 
arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, music, mechanics, alchemy). The Chinese had their own encyclopedia dating 
back to the 7th century.

In Europe, the quest to compile a modern encyclopedia started with the Enlightenment in the 18th century. 
(Immanuel Kant coined a fitting Latin motto for the movement: “Sapere aude,” or “Dare to know.”) French 
Enlightenment thinkers like Francis Bacon and Denis Diderot began compiling ambitious encyclopedias, inspiring 
others throughout France, Germany, England, Switzerland and the Netherlands. The religious ruling class’s 
discomfort with the effort only helped its financial feasibility; there was an obvious market for these massive 
collections, often published in numerous volumes, for an increasingly secular middle-class. The first volume of 
Encycopedie was sold in 1751 to 2,000 subscribers, who would go on to receive the entire twenty-eight-volume 
set. Notable revolutionary thinkers such as Voltaire, Rousseau, and Montesquieu were involved in the editing of 
the work and several even ended up in prison. Only 17 years after the publication of the last volume in 1772, the 
French revolution began, leading to perhaps the most secular state in human history.

That trend toward rationality and enlightenment was endangered long before the advent of the Internet. As 
Neil Postman noted in his 1985 book Amusing Ourselves to Death, the rise of television introduced not just 
a new medium but a new discourse: a gradual shift from a typographic culture to a photographic one, which 
in turn meant a shift from rationality to emotions, exposition to entertainment. In an image-centered and 
pleasure-driven world, Postman noted, there is no place for rational thinking, because you simply cannot think 
with images. It is text that enables us to “uncover lies, confusions and overgeneralizations, to detect abuses of 
logic and common sense. It also means to weigh ideas, to compare and contrast assertions, to connect one 
generalization to another.”

The dominance of television was not contained to our living rooms. It overturned all of those habits of mind, 
fundamentally changing our experience of the world, affecting the conduct of politics, religion, business, and 
culture. It reduced many aspects of modern life to entertainment, sensationalism, and commerce. “Americans 
don’t talk to each other, we entertain each other,” Postman wrote. “They don’t exchange ideas, they exchange 
images. They do not argue with propositions; they argue with good looks, celebrities and commercials.”
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At first, the Internet seemed to push against this trend. When it emerged towards the end of the 80s as a purely 
text-based medium, it was seen as a tool to pursue knowledge, not pleasure. Reason and thought were most 
valued in this garden—all derived from the project of Enlightenment. Universities around the world were among 
the first to connect to this new medium, which hosted discussion groups, informative personal or group blogs, 
electronic magazines, and academic mailing lists and forums. It was an intellectual project, not about commerce 
or control, created in a scientific research center in Switzerland.

Wikipedia was a fruit of this garden. So was Google search and its text-based advertising model. And so were 
blogs, which valued text, hypertext (links), knowledge, and literature. They effectively democratized the ability 
to contribute to the global corpus of knowledge. For more than a decade, the web created an alternative space 
that threatened television’s grip on society.

Social networks, though, have since colonized the web for television’s values. From Facebook to Instagram, the 
medium refocuses our attention on videos and images, rewarding emotional appeals—‘like’ buttons—over 
rational ones. Instead of a quest for knowledge, it engages us in an endless zest for instant approval from an 
audience, for which we are constantly but unconsciously performing. (It’s telling that, while Google began life as 
a PhD thesis, Facebook started as a tool to judge classmates’ appearances.) It reduces our curiosity by showing us 
exactly what we already want and think, based on our profiles and preferences. Enlightenment’s motto of ‘Dare 
to know’ has become ‘Dare not to care to know.’

This doesn’t mean it is time to give up. But we need to understand that the decline of the web and thereby of the 
Wikipedia is part of a much larger civilizational shift which has just started to unfold.

WIRED Opinion publishes pieces written by outside contributors and represents a wide range of viewpoints. 
Read more opinions here.

Source: https://www.wired.com/story/wikipedias-fate-shows-how-the-web-endangers-knowledge/ 

ACT 4 HOW SOCIAL MEDIA ENDANGERS KNOWLEDGE-ORIGINAL

https://www.wired.com/opinion
https://www.wired.com/story/wikipedias-fate-shows-how-the-web-endangers-knowledge/
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ACT 4 HOW SOCIAL MEDIA ENDANGERS KNOWLEDGE-ADAPTED

HOW SOCIAL MEDIA ENDANGERS KNOWLEDGE

Adapted for CEFR Level B1-B2

Wikipedia, one of the last remaining sources of open and decentralized information, is facing a crisis — not for 
lack of money, but because of changes in the very idea of what knowledge is. 

The idea behind Wikipedia is not new. It is the same idea that hundreds of people in history have had — to collect 
the entirety of human knowledge. From Persian and Arabic scholars seeking and documenting knowledge on 
war, character, friendship, prayers and food, to more modern European encyclopedia makers such as Francis 
Bacon, Voltaire and Rousseau, many have aimed to enlighten and bring knowledge to the masses. 

The rise of television changed all of this. Written, factual information gave way to pictures. As Neil Postman noted 
in his 1985 book Amusing Ourselves to Death, television brought a significant change in the way people consume 
news and information. Television focuses on pictures — a one-sided reality that promotes generalizations and 
does not allow for rational thinking. Television is all about entertainment, not about uncovering lies, comparing 
and contrasting ideas, or in-depth research. It changes the way people talk to each other. According to Postman, 
people “don’t exchange ideas, they exchange images. They do not argue with propositions; they argue with 
good looks, celebrities and commercials.”

At first, the Internet seemed to go against this trend. In the 80s it used to focus on text-based news and 
information. Thinking and reasoning were valued highly. It was an intellectual project, not a commercial one. 
Wikipedia, Google and numerous blogs began, aimed at giving and sharing true knowledge. 

Social networks, like Facebook and Instagram, changed all that. Nowadays, they focus people’s attention to 
videos and pictures. Ideas are not discussed, they are “liked”. There is no real knowledge, just the goal to get 
more likes, more followers, bigger audience. Truth has been replaced by the desire to “appear” richer, happier, 
and cooler. 

Now the challenge is to save Wikipedia and its promise to remain free and open for all of human knowledge. 
Television has even infected Wikipedia itself — many of today’s most popular entries are about television series 
or their casts. We need to fight to protect it and understand that the decline of the web has a serious impact on 
people all around the world.

Source: https://www.wired.com/story/wikipedias-fate-shows-how-the-web-endangers-knowledge/

https://www.wired.com/story/wikipedias-fate-shows-how-the-web-endangers-knowledge/
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HOW SOCIAL MEDIA ENDANGERS KNOWLEDGE

Adapted for CEFR Level C1+

WIKIPEDIA, ONE OF the last remaining pillars of the open and decentralized web, is in crisis.

This has nothing to do with money. The very idea of knowledge itself is in danger.

The idea behind Wikipedia — like all encyclopedias before it — has been to collect the entirety of human 
knowledge. It’s a goal that extends back to the Islamic Golden Age, when numerous scholars set themselves 
to collecting and documenting all existing information on a wide variety of topics, including translations from 
Greek, Persian, Syrian, and Indian into Arabic. 

In Europe, the quest to compile a modern encyclopedia started with the Enlightenment in the 18th century. 
Enlightenment thinkers like Francis Bacon and Denis Diderot began compiling ambitious encyclopedias, 
inspiring others throughout France, Germany, England, Switzerland, and the Netherlands. The first volume of 
encyclopedias was sold in 1751 to 2,000 subscribers who would go on to receive the entire twenty-eight-volume 
set. Notable revolutionary thinkers such as Voltaire, Rousseau, and Montesquieu were involved in the editing of 
the work and several even ended up in prison. 

THAT TREND TOWARD rationality and enlightenment was endangered long before the advent of the Internet. 
As Neil Postman noted in his 1985 book Amusing Ourselves to Death, the rise of television introduced not just 
a new medium but a new dialogue: a gradual shift from a typographic culture to a photographic one, which 
in turn meant a shift from rationality to emotions, exposition to entertainment. In an image-centered and 
pleasure-driven world, Postman noted, there is no place for rational thinking. “Americans don’t talk to each 
other, they entertain each other,” Postman wrote. “They don’t exchange ideas, they exchange images. They do 
not argue with propositions; they argue with good looks, celebrities and commercials.”

At first, the Internet seemed to push against this trend. When it emerged towards the end of the 80s as a purely 
text-based medium, it was seen as a tool to pursue knowledge, not pleasure. Wikipedia was a fruit of this garden. 
So were Google and a multitude of blogs which valued knowledge and literature. 

Social networks, though, have since colonized the web for television’s values. From Facebook to Instagram, 
the medium refocuses our attention on videos and images, rewarding emotional appeals (‘like’ buttons) 
over rational ones. Instead of a quest for knowledge, it engages us in an endless quest for instant approval.

Now the challenge is to save Wikipedia and its promise of a free and open collection of all human knowledge 
amidst the conquest of new and old television. How can we collect and preserve knowledge when nobody cares 
to know? Television has even infected Wikipedia itself: many of today’s most popular entries tend to revolve 
around television series or their casts.

This doesn’t mean it is time to give up. But we need to understand that the decline of the web and thereby of 
Wikipedia is part of a much larger civilizational shift which has just started to unfold.

Source: https://www.wired.com/story/wikipedias-fate-shows-how-the-web-endangers-knowledge/

https://www.wired.com/story/wikipedias-fate-shows-how-the-web-endangers-knowledge/
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IF YOU WANT TO RUN THE WORLD, STUDY A ‘USELESS’ SUBJECT

AS ROBOTS TAKE OVER ROUTINE JOBS, WE NEED PEOPLE WHO CAN THINK 
CREATIVELY

SARAH CHURCHWELL

January 25, 2018

Recently the financier Bill Miller donated $75m to the study of philosophy at Johns Hopkins University. The size of 
the gift made headlines, but few stopped to remark on the other surprise in the story: that someone who studied 
philosophy went on to create a fortune estimated at about $1bn — and thought this study valuable enough to 
encourage others to do the same. Mr Miller is anomalous, obviously. If you really want to understand how to create 
an enormous fortune from nothing, you should look to someone like George Soros, who studied . . . philosophy. 
Or consider billionaire investor Carl Icahn, who resigned last year as an adviser to Donald Trump over potential 
conflicts of interest. He graduated from Princeton with a thesis on “The Problem of Formulating an Adequate 
Explication of the Empiricist Criterion of Meaning”: another philosopher. Clearly not all philosophers are moral  
philosophers. 

But they know how to think. The brain is like any other muscle: working it makes it stronger, faster, more flexible. 
Being able to hypothesise, think conditionally and reason inductively as well as deductively are all features of 
the theoretical training that goes on in good humanities departments — and not only there. The most advanced 
work in mathematics moves away from real numbers toward imaginary and irrational numbers. That’s where 
the difficult thinking occurs: in the realm of the imaginary, which is by no means antithetical to the logical. The 
division between the arts and the sciences is itself a false dichotomy. The word “art” borrows from the old French 
for “method” or “knowledge”. The word “science” also comes from the old French for knowledge. It was during the 
Enlightenment that the idea of a “ liberal education” took hold: the great philosopher-scientists invented both 
our modern conception of the sciences. 

Recently the financier Bill Miller donated $75m to the study of philosophy at Johns Hopkins University. The size 
of the gift made headlines, but few stopped to remark on the other surprise in the story: that someone who 
studied philosophy went on to create a fortune estimated at about $1bn — and thought this study valuable 
enough to encourage others to do the same. Mr Miller is anomalous, obviously. If you really want to understand 
how to create an enormous fortune from nothing, you should look to someone like George Soros, who stud-
ied . . . philosophy. 

Or consider billionaire investor Carl Icahn, who resigned last year as an adviser to Donald Trump over potential 
conflicts of interest. He graduated from Princeton with a thesis on “The Problem of Formulating an Adequate 
Explication of the Empiricist Criterion of Meaning”: another philosopher. Clearly not all philosophers are moral 
philosophers. But they know how to think. The brain is like any other muscle: working it makes it stronger, faster, 
more flexible. Being able to hypothesise, think conditionally and reason inductively as well as deductively are 
all features of the theoretical training that goes on in good humanities departments — and not only there. The 
most advanced work in mathematics moves away from real numbers toward imaginary and irrational numbers. 
That’s where the difficult thinking occurs: in the realm of the imaginary, which is by no means antithetical to the 
logical. The division between the arts and the sciences is itself a false dichotomy. The word “art” borrows from 
the old French for “method” or “knowledge”. The word “science” also comes from the old French for knowledge. 

It was during the Enlightenment that the idea of a “liberal education” took hold: the great philosopher-scientists 
invented both our modern conception of the sciences and of the arts. In most US universities, a “liberal arts” 
degree still requires that graduates obtain credits in both arts and sciences. As robots take over routine jobs, we 
will need people who can think creatively, imaginatively, logically and laterally. Acquiring a narrow “skillset” of 
the kind society increasingly demands will, in fact, leave students not equipped for the future, but vulnerable to 
it. Being able to hypothesise, think conditionally and reason inductively as well as deductively are all features of 
the theoretical training that goes on in good humanities departments.
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You can’t actually study the future — you can only imagine it. Mr Halfon himself must have studied something 
useful to become an MP. Indeed he did: politics. Emmanuel Macron, French president, also studied philosophy 
— and likes to quote it, too. PPE, the degree taken by scores of leading British politicians over the past 50 years, 
stands for philosophy, politics and economics. Angela Merkel, Germany’s chancellor, may seem an exception, 
with a PhD in quantum chemistry. Yet studying quantum anything is mostly theoretical, by definition. So the 
distinction is not between “useful” and “useless” degrees, but between narrow skill-based training and theoretical, 
independent, evidence-based thinking. Even Mr Trump got an economics degree, although he chose a business 
school that offers a “useful” major in real estate studies. 

With all due respect to real estate studies, Mr Trump does not strike most people as very well educated. The 
conclusion doesn’t require a philosophy degree. If you want to get a job, study something “useful”. If you want to 
run the world, get a liberal education.

Source: https://www.ft.com/content/6671eb0c-01c7-11e8-9e12-af73e8db3c71

ACT 4 IF YOU WANT TO RUN THE WORLD STUDY A USELESS SUBJECT-ORIGINAL

https://www.ft.com/content/6671eb0c-01c7-11e8-9e12-af73e8db3c71
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IF YOU WANT TO RUN THE WORLD, STUDY A ‘USELESS’ SUBJECT

Adapted for CEFR B1-B2 LEVEL

Despite studying at “liberal arts” universities, students in the U.S. are still required to take both art and science 
classes. The value of such an education was recently demonstrated by Bill Miller’s donation of $75 million to the 
philosophy department at John Hopkins University. The huge donation made headlines, but few commented 
on the surprising fact that Miller, a philosophy graduate himself, went on to become a billionaire. This is not to 
say that everyone who studies philosophy becomes hugely successful — Miller’s story is unique. However, if you 
really want to understand how some people become really successful and rich, it is worth looking at people like 
George Soros or Carl Icahn, president Trump’s ex-political advisor, who also studied philosophy. 

Philosophy teaches you how to think and, in the process, it trains your brain to work faster and be more flexible. 
The humanities teach you how to create hypotheses and think deductively. Sciences teach you logic. The two 
complement each other. 

Both words — art and science — come from French and translate as “knowledge”. The idea of a “liberal education”, 
born during the Enlightenment, brings the arts and sciences together to create what we now know as modern 
education. This is especially important nowadays, as robots take over the routine jobs and people need to focus 
on developing their creativity, imagination, and logical thinking. 

In fact, these skills are far more valuable than acquiring narrow, specific ones. The focus on narrower “skillsets” will 
leave students ill-prepared for life after college. This, however, is not universally accepted. Robert Halfon, former 
U.K. education minister, prefers to focus government funding on “high-skilled employability studies” rather than 
“medieval history”. 

We are endlessly told that humanities degrees are useless. Why study the past? Mostly because that’s all we’ve 
got. You can’t actually study the future — you can only imagine it. In fact, Mr. Halfon studied politics. Emmanuel 
Macron, French president, also studied philosophy — and likes to quote it, too. PPE, the degree taken by many 
leading British politicians over the past 50 years, stands for philosophy, politics, and economics. Angela Merkel, 
Germany’s chancellor, may like seem an exception with her PhD in quantum chemistry. 

In conclusion, we can say that if your goal is to get a job, you should study something “useful”; however, if you 
want to run the world, you should get a liberal arts education.

Source: https://www.ft.com/content/6671eb0c-01c7-11e8-9e12-af73e8db3c71

ACT 4 IF YOU WANT TO RUN THE WORLD STUDY A USELESS SUBJECT-ADAPTED

https://www.ft.com/content/6671eb0c-01c7-11e8-9e12-af73e8db3c71
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IF YOU WANT TO RUN THE WORLD, STUDY A ‘USELESS’ SUBJECT

Adapted for CEFR C1-Level

In most US universities, a 'liberal arts' degree still requires that graduates obtain credits in both arts and sciences. 
Recently, the financier Bill Miller donated $75 million to the study of philosophy at Johns Hopkins University. The 
size of the gift made headlines, but few stopped to comment on the other surprise in the story: that someone 
who studied philosophy went on to create a fortune estimated at about $1 billion. Mr Miller is anomalous, 
obviously. If you really want to understand how to create an enormous fortune from nothing, you should look to 
someone like George Soros, who studied. . . philosophy. Or consider billionaire investor Carl Icahn, who resigned 
last year as an adviser to Donald Trump over potential conflicts of interest. He graduated from Princeton with a 
degree in philosophy. 

Philosophy teaches you how to think. The brain is like any other muscle: working it makes it stronger, faster, 
and more flexible. Being able to hypothesise, think conditionally and reason deductively are all features of the 
theoretical training that goes on in good humanities departments — and not only there. The most advanced 
work in mathematics moves away from real numbers toward imaginary and irrational numbers. That’s where the 
difficult thinking occurs: in the realm of the imaginary which still follows the rule of logic. The division between 
the arts and science is a false one. 

The word “art” borrows from old French, meaning “method” or “knowledge”. “Science” also comes from the old 
French, the word for knowledge. It was during the Enlightenment that the idea of a “liberal education” was born: 
the great philosopher-scientists invented both our modern concept of science and that of the arts. In most U.S. 
universities, a “liberal arts” degree still requires that graduates obtain credits in both arts and sciences. As robots 
take over routine jobs, we will need people who can think creatively, imaginatively, logically, and laterally. 

Acquiring a narrow “skillset” of the kind society increasingly demands will, in fact, leave students not equipped 
for the future, but vulnerable to it. Being able to hypothesise, think conditionally, and reason deductively are all 
features of the theoretical training that goes on in good humanities departments. This, however, appears not 
to be the view of the U.K. government. Robert Halfon, former minister of state for education, announced this 
week that all courses “should be about high-skilled employability”. He added: “If someone wants to do medieval 
history, that’s fine. . . But all the incentives from government and so on should go to areas the country needs and 
will bring it most benefit.” 

We are endlessly told that humanities degrees are useless. Why study the past? Mostly because that’s all we’ve got. 
You can’t actually study the future — you can only imagine it. Mr Halfon himself must have studied something 
useful to become an MP. Indeed, he did: politics. Emmanuel Macron, French president, also studied philosophy 
— and likes to quote it, too. PPE, the degree taken by scores of leading British politicians over the past 50 years, 
stands for philosophy, politics and economics. Angela Merkel, Germany’s chancellor, may seem an exception 
with a PhD in quantum chemistry. 

Still, studying quantum anything is mostly theoretical, by definition. So, the distinction is not between “useful” 
and “useless” degrees, but between narrow, skills-based training and theoretical, independent, evidence-based 
thinking. Even Mr Trump got an economics degree, although he chose a business school offering a “useful” major 
in real estate studies. The conclusion is that if you want to get a job, you should study something “useful”. If you 
want to run the world, get a liberal arts education.

Source: https://www.ft.com/content/6671eb0c-01c7-11e8-9e12-af73e8db3c71

ACT 4 IF YOU WANT TO RUN THE WORLD STUDY A USELESS SUBJECT-ADAPTED

https://www.ft.com/content/6671eb0c-01c7-11e8-9e12-af73e8db3c71
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MIS-EDUCATING THE YOUNG

By David Brooks, The New York Times

A few months ago I had lunch with a former student named Lucy Fleming, one of the best writers I’ve taught. I 
asked her what she had learned in her first year out of college. She said she had been forced to think differently.

While in school, her thinking was station to station: take that test, apply to that college, aim for a degree. But in 
young adulthood, there are no more stations. Everything is open seas. Your main problems are not about the 
assignment right in front of you; they are about the horizon far away. What should you be steering toward? It 
requires an entirely different set of navigational skills.

This gets at one of the oddest phenomena of modern life. Childhood is more structured than it has ever been. 
But then the great engine of the meritocracy spits people out into a young adulthood that is less structured than 
it has ever been.

There used to be certain milestones that young adults were directed toward by age 27: leaving home, becoming 
financially independent, getting married, buying a house, having a child. But the information economy has 
scrambled those timetables. Current 20-somethings are much less likely to do any of those things by 30. They are 
less likely to be anchored in a political party, church or some other creedal community.

When I graduated from college there was a finite number of career ladders in front of me: teacher, lawyer, doctor, 
business. Now college graduates enter a world with four million footstools. There are many more places to perch 
(a start-up, an NGO, a coffee shop, a consultancy) but few of the footstools pay a sustaining wage, seem connect-
ed with the others or lead to a clear ladder of rungs to climb upward.

People in their 20s seem to be compelled to bounce around more, popping up here and there, quantumlike, with 
different jobs, living arrangements and partners while hoping that all these diverse experiences magically add 
up to something.

Naturally enough, their descriptions of their lives are rife with uncertainty and anxiety. Many young adults 
describe a familiar pattern. They try something out but soon feel trapped. They drink too much, worry about 
how to get out of a job or a relationship. Eventually they do, which is often easier than the anxiety beforehand. 
They put their life on pause, which is lonely, while they re-cohere. Then they try something else.

All the while social media makes the comparison game more intrusive than ever, and nearly everybody feels as 
if he or she is falling behind. Recently I came across a website with popular message tattoos. The ones people 
chose weren’t exactly about carefree youth. They were about endurance and resilience: “I will break but I will not 
fold”; “Fall down seven times, stand up eight”; “Don’t lose yourself in your fear”; “The only way out is through.”

And how do we as a society prepare young people for this uncertain phase? We pump them full of vapid but 
haunting praise about how talented they are and how their future is limitless. Then we send them (the most 
privileged of them) to colleges where the professors teach about what interests the professors. Then we preach 
a gospel of autonomy that says all the answers to the deeper questions in life are found by getting in touch with 
your “true self,” whatever the heck that is.

I used to think that the answer to the traumas of the 20s was patience. Life is long. Wait until they’re 30. They’ll 
figure it out. Now I think that laissez-faire attitude trivializes the experiences of young adulthood and conde-
scends to the people going through them.

Before, there were social structures that could guide young adults as they gradually figured out the big questions 
of life. Now, those structures are gone. Young people are confronted by the existential questions right away. 
They’re going to feel lost if they have no sense of what they’re pointing toward, if they have no vision of the holy 
grails on the distant shore.

Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/23/opinion/mis-educating-the-young.html
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A few months ago, I had lunch with an old student of mine named Lucy Fleming. We were discussing the 
difference between school and college education. She said that at school students focus on studying for the 
next test; whereas at university the focus is much more on issues far ahead of the present. The studying process 
is completely different — one is highly structured, while the other is not. 

Especially nowadays, young adults entering college face an environment that lacks direction. Unlike now, when 
I was a university student, there were certain expectations that directed people’s lives by age 27 — leave home, 
earn money, get married, buy a house, have a child. Current young adults do not have a path to follow. 

Something else that has changed nowadays is the number of possible career paths that young people can 
choose from. For my generation, they used to be limited to: teacher, lawyer, doctor, business person. Now there 
are many more options — from becoming a consultant to working for a charity organization. The problem is not 
in the variety but in that these professions rarely pay good money and don’t offer career development. This is 
why most people in their 20s change jobs, houses and partners in the hopes that all this will provide them with 
the necessary experience for a stable career. 

This lifestyle lacks stability, which is why so many young people feel anxious. Social media worsens the problem 
by making it easy for young people to compare their own life achievements to those of others — a process that 
only makes them feel more stressed, lonely and disconnected. No school or university prepares students for this. 
They are encouraged to discover their “true selves” without being told how to do it or what this “true self” really is.

I am beginning to think all this freedom young people enjoy nowadays is not a good thing. Universities should 
do a better job at preparing students for the uncertainties of life and give them realistic and real-world tools to 
deal with life after graduation.

Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/23/opinion/mis-educating-the-young.html
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A few months ago, I had lunch with a former student named Lucy Fleming, one of the best writers I’ve taught. I 
asked her what she had learned in her first year out of college. She said she had been forced to think differently.

While in school, her thinking was focused on passing the next test, applying to that college, aiming for a degree. 
But in young adulthood, these checkpoints are missing. Everything is open seas. The scope is much wider and it 
requires an entirely different set of navigational skills.

This is not a recent phenomenon. Childhood is more structured than it has ever been, unlike young adulthood 
where structure and direction are virtually non-existent. 

There used to be certain milestones that young adults were directed toward by age 27: leaving home, becoming 
financially independent, getting married, buying a house, having a child. But the current information economy 
has eliminated all of them, throwing 20-somethings into uncertain waters.  

When I graduated from college, there was a limited number of career paths in front of me: teacher, lawyer, doctor, 
business person. Now college graduates enter a world of career opportunities — they can join a start-up or an 
NGO, or work for a coffee shop or a consultancy firm. However, these jobs rarely offer a sustaining wage or a 
career ladder to climb upward.

People in their 20s seem to be forced to change their jobs, along with living arrangements and partners, in the 
hopes that all these diverse experiences will magically add up to something worthwhile.

Naturally enough, their descriptions of their lives are filled with uncertainty and anxiety.  All the while, social 
media makes the comparison game more intrusive than ever, and nearly everybody feels as if he or she is falling 
behind. 

And how do we as a society prepare young people for this uncertain phase? We sell them the “sky is the limit” 
ideology and send them to find their “true selves”, whatever that is.

I used to think that the answer to the traumas of the 20s was patience. Life is long. Wait until they’re 30. They’ll 
figure it out. Now I think this wild autonomy and focus on individual choice is crushing the spirit of young people. 

I’d say colleges have to do much more to put certain questions on the table to help students deal with uncertainty: 
What does it mean to be an adult today? How big should I dream or how realistic should I be? What is the cure for 
sadness? What do I want and what is truly worth wanting?

Before, there were social structures that could guide young adults as they gradually figured out the big questions 
of life. Now, those structures are gone. Young people are confronted by the existential questions right away. 
They’re going to feel lost if they have no sense of what they’re pointing toward, if they have no vision to follow.

From Facebook to Instagram, the medium refocuses our attention to videos and images that reward with 
emotional appeals (‘like’ buttons) rather than rational ones. Instead of a quest for knowledge, it engages us 
in an endless zeal for instant approval from an audience for whom we are constantly, though unconsciously, 
performing.

Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2017/06/23/opinion/mis-educating-the-young.html
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Earlier this summer Google engineer James Damore posted a treatise about gender differences on an internal 
company message board and was subsequently fired. The memo ignited a firestorm of debate about sex 
discrimination in Silicon Valley; this followed months of reporting on accusations of harassment at Uber and 
elsewhere. Sex discrimination and harassment in tech, and in science more broadly, is a major reason why women 
leave the field. Nationally, there has long been handwringing about why women are underrepresented in STEM 
(science, technology, engineering, and math), which has led to calls for increased mentoring, better family leave 
policies, and workshops designed to teach women how to negotiate like men.

Last month three senior researchers at the Salk Institute for Biological Studies in La Jolla filed lawsuits complaining 
of long-term gender discrimination; the complaints allege that women don’t have equal access to internal 
funding and promotions. These lawsuits highlight the real reason for the lack of women in science: Leaders in the 
field—men and sometimes women—simply don’t believe that women are as good at doing science.

A vast literature of sociology research shows time after time, women in science are deemed to be inferior to men 
and are evaluated as less capable when performing similar or even identical work. This systemic devaluation of 
women results in an array of real consequences: shorter, less praise-worthy letters of recommendation; fewer 
research grants, awards, and invitations to speak at conferences; and lower citation rates for their research. Such 
wide-ranging devaluation of women's work makes it harder for them to progress in the field.

One early study evaluated postdoctoral fellowship applications in the biomedical sciences and found that the 
women had to be 2.5 times more productive than the men in order to be rated equally scientifically competent 
by the senior scientists evaluating their applications. The authors concluded, “Our study strongly suggests that 
peer reviewers cannot judge scientific merit independent of gender. The peer reviewers over-estimated male 
achievements and/or underestimated female performance.” The study finds that “gender discrimination of the 
magnitude we have observed… could entirely account for the lower success rate of female as compared with 
male researchers in attaining high academic rank.”

A more recent study showed that science faculty at research-intensive universities were more likely to hire a 
male lab manager, mentor him, pay him more, and rate him as more competent than a female candidate with 
the exact same résumé. Another paper found that faculty respond to emails from male prospective PhD students 
more than from female prospective students, showing that men have greater access to professors. These are just 
a few of the hundreds of peer-reviewed studies that clearly show, on average, the bar is set higher for women in 
science than for their male counterparts.

Given the enormous amount of data to support these findings, and given the field in question, one might think 
male scientists would use these outcomes to create a more level playing field. But a recent paper showed that 
in fact, male STEM faculty assessed the quality of real research that demonstrated bias against women in STEM 
as being low; instead the male faculty favored fake research, designed for the purposes of the study in question, 
which purported to demonstrate that no such bias exists.

Why do men in science devalue such research and the data it produces? If anyone should be willing to accept 
what the peer-reviewed research consistently shows and use it to correct the underlying assumptions, it should 
be scientists.
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https://www.wired.com/story/the-pernicious-science-of-james-damores-google-memo/
https://www.wired.com/story/damore-case-could-spawn-more-legal-headaches-for-google/
https://www.wired.com/2017/02/tech-still-doesnt-take-discrimination-seriously/
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But it is in large part because they are scientists that they do not want to believe these studies. Scientists are 
supposed to be objective, able to evaluate data and results without being swayed by emotions or biases. This is 
a fundamental tenet of science. What this extensive literature shows is, in fact, scientists are people, subject to 
the same cultural norms and beliefs as the rest of society. The systemic sexism and racism on display every day 
in this country also exist within the confines of science. Scientists are not as objective as they think they are. It is 
an extremely destabilizing realization for someone whose entire career has been rooted in the belief in human 
objectivity.

And this is a major reason why there aren’t more women in science. While sexual harassment is certainly an issue, 
we need to look deeper at gender bias. Those women who do make it to the upper ranks have often been told 
that they were only given that job or that award because they are women, implying that the field is admitting 
less-deserving women simply to increase their numbers. But in fact, these studies show that many of the women 
in science must be more capable than the men, to even have advanced in the field. And who wants to admit that?

WIRED Opinion publishes pieces written by outside contributors and represents a wide range of viewpoints. Read 
more opinions here.

Source: https://www.wired.com/story/why-men-dont-believe-the-data-on-gender-bias-in-science/
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The case of James Damore, a Google engineer who wrote about gender discrimination in Google’s offices and 
who was later fired from the company, has brought attention to the way women are treated in the workplace. 
Discrimination against women in science, technology, engineering, and math is the major reason why few 
women chose to work in these fields. Women tend to lack equal access to funding and promotions. What is 
worse, however, leaders in the field — mostly men and sometimes women — simply don’t believe that women 
are as good at science.

Such discriminatory beliefs make it hard for women to progress in this field.  

Prejudice against women also affects how their work is viewed. No matter how good their research is, it is always 
valued less or seen as incomplete. Such discrimination naturally leads to lower success rates for women compared 
to men. 

A recent study shows that universities are more likely to hire a male lab manager, mentor him, pay him more, and 
rate him as more competent than a female candidate with the exact same résumé. Another paper found that 
faculty responded more often to emails from male PhD students than from female PhD students, showing that 
men have greater access to professors.

To make matters worse, male scientists believe these prejudices to be true. They tend to ignore studies that 
disprove the myths about women in science and continue the same discriminatory practices. 

And this is a major reason why there aren’t more women in science. Those women who do make it to the upper 
ranks have often been told that they were only given that job or that award because they are women, not because 
they deserve it. In fact, however, studies clearly show that women in science are just as capable, if not more so, 
as men.

Source: https://www.wired.com/story/why-men-dont-believe-the-data-on-gender-bias-in-science/
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EARLIER THIS SUMMER, Google engineer James Damore posted an article about gender differences on an internal 
company message board and was later fired. The memo started a firestorm of debate about gender discrimination 
in Silicon Valley; this followed months of reporting on accusations of harassment at Uber and elsewhere. Gender 
discrimination and harassment in tech and in science is a major reason why women leave the field. Women are 
underrepresented in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math), which has led to calls for increased 
mentoring, better family leave policies, and workshops designed to teach women how to negotiate like men.

A bigger problem is that leaders in the field — mostly men and sometimes women — simply don’t believe that 
women are as good at science.

A vast literature of sociology research shows that, time after time, women in science have been considered inferior 
to men and evaluated as less equal. This systemic devaluation of women results in an array of real consequences: 
shorter letters of recommendation; fewer research awards and invitations to speak at conferences; and lower 
citation rates for their research. Such wide-ranging devaluation of women's work makes it harder for them to 
progress in the field.

Prejudice against women also affects how their work is viewed. No matter how good their research is, it is 
always valued less or seen as incomplete. Such discrimination naturally leads to lower success rates for female 
researchers compared to their male counterparts. 

A more recent study showed that science faculty members at research-intensive universities were more likely to 
hire a male lab manager, mentor him, pay him more, and rate him as more competent than a female candidate 
with the exact same résumé. Another paper found that faculty respond to emails from prospective male PhD 
students more frequently than to those from prospective female students, showing that men have greater access 
to professors. These are just a few of the hundreds of peer-reviewed studies that clearly show, on average, that 
the bar is set higher for women in science than for men.

Given the enormous amount of data supporting these findings, and given the field in question, one might think 
male scientists would use these outcomes to create a more balanced and fair working environment. But a recent 
paper showed that, in fact, male STEM faculty perpetuate the bias. 

Why do men in science devalue such research and the data it produces?  Scientists are supposed to be objective, 
able to evaluate data and results without being swayed by emotions. The truth is that the systemic sexism and 
racism on display every day in this country also exist in science. Scientists are not as objective as they think they 
are. 

And this is a major reason why there aren’t more women in science. The women who do make it to the upper 
ranks have often been told that they were only given that job or that award because they are women, implying 
that the field is admitting less-deserving women simply to increase their numbers. But in fact, these studies show 
that many women in science must be more capable than the men to even have advanced in the field. And who 
wants to admit that?

Source: https://www.wired.com/story/why-men-dont-believe-the-data-on-gender-bias-in-science/
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1. Clickbait

Fake stories written specifically to make people click on the website. More clicks mean more advertising money 
for the website. Clickbait stories attract people with shocking headlines and articles that are far from accurate.  

2. Propaganda

Subjective stories written to mislead people into believing something; usually written on political topics. 

3. Satire/Parody

Stories written only for entertainment and not for accuracy, for example: The Onion, Waterford Whispers, The 
Daily Mash, etc.

4. Sloppy Journalism

Sometimes reporters or journalists write stories without checking the facts. This usually misleads people into 
believing something which is false. 

5. Misleading Headlines

Sometimes stories are not completely untrue, however, they have misleading or shocking headlines. This is 
especially a problem when such a story is published on social media, where only headlines or small parts of the 
whole story are shown on people’s newsfeeds. 

6. Biased/Slanted News

It is natural that people are attracted to stories that support their own beliefs and views. Fake news use that very 
well because their writers know that social media shows people stories based on their own personal preferences 
and searches. 
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1. Clickbait

These are stories that are deliberately fabricated to gain more website visitors and increase advertising revenue 
for websites. Clickbait stories use sensationalist headlines to grab attention and increase clicks to the publisher 
website, normally at the expense of truth or accuracy.

2. Propaganda

Stories that are created to deliberately mislead audiences, promote a biased point of view or particular political 
cause or agenda.

3. Satire/Parody

A lot of websites and social media accounts publish fake news stories for entertainment and parody: for example: 
The Onion, Waterford Whispers, The Daily Mash, etc.

4. Sloppy Journalism

Sometimes reporters or journalists may publish a story with unreliable information or without checking all of the 
facts, which can mislead audiences. 

5. Misleading Headlines

Stories that are not completely false can be distorted using misleading or sensationalist headlines. These types 
of news can spread quickly on social media sites, where only headlines and small parts of the full article are dis-
played on audience newsfeeds.

6. Biased/Slanted News

Many people are drawn to news or stories that confirm their own beliefs or biases, and fake news can prey on 
these biases. Social media newsfeeds tend to display news and articles that they think we will like, based on our 
personalized searches.
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IN WASHINGTON PIZZERIA ATTACK, FAKE NEWS BROUGHT REAL GUNS

By Cecilia Kang and Adam Goldman, The New York Times, Dec. 5, 2016

WASHINGTON — Edgar M. Welch, a 28-year-old father of two from Salisbury, N.C., recently read online that Comet 
Ping Pong, a pizza restaurant in northwest Washington, was harboring young children as sex slaves as part of a 
child-abuse ring led by Hillary Clinton.

The articles making those allegations were widespread across the web, appearing on sites including Facebook 
and Twitter. Apparently concerned, Mr. Welch drove about six hours on Sunday from his home to Comet Ping 
Pong to see the situation for himself, according to court documents. Not long after arriving at the pizzeria, the 
police said, he fired from an assault-like AR-15 rifle. The police arrested him. They found a rifle and a handgun in 
the restaurant. No one was hurt.

In an arraignment on Monday, a heavily tattooed Mr. Welch, wearing a white jumpsuit and shackles, was ordered 
held. According to the criminal complaint, he told the authorities that he was armed to help rescue children but 
that he surrendered peacefully after finding no evidence that “children were being harbored in the restaurant.” 
He was charged with four counts, including felony assault with a deadly weapon and carrying a gun without a 
license outside a home or business.

Unbeknown to Mr. Welch, what he had been reading online were fake news articles about Comet Ping Pong, 
which have swollen in number over time. The false articles against the pizzeria began appearing on social 
networks and websites in late October, not long before the presidential election, with the restaurant identified 
as being the headquarters for a child-trafficking ring.

The articles were soon exposed as false by publications including The New York Times, The Washington Post and 
the fact-checking website Snopes. But the debunking did not squash the conspiracy theories about Comet Ping 
Pong — instead, it led to the opposite.

Twitter, Facebook and Instagram have been flooded with more attacks against the pizzeria as believers in the 
child-trafficking conspiracy became more zealous. Within hours of the publication of one of the debunking 
articles, a post on Twitter by Representative Steven Smith of the 15th District of Georgia — not a real lawmaker 
and not a real district — warned that what was fake was the information being peddled by the mainstream 
media. It was retweeted dozens of times.

On YouTube, a step-by-step takedown of the Times article was viewed nearly 250,000 times and passed around 
on Twitter and Facebook. A surge of new fake articles amplified the original pieces, now linking the child-abuse 
ring — known as Pizzagate — to a global pedophilia ring reaching Britain.

“We should all condemn the efforts of certain people to spread malicious and utterly false accusations about 
Comet Ping Pong,” James Alefantis, the owner of Comet Ping Pong, said in a statement on Sunday. Mr. Alefantis, 
who has repeatedly refuted the fake news articles, has closed the pizzeria for a few days. He has prominent 
Democratic friends and previously communicated with Mrs. Clinton’s campaign chairman, which he has said may 
have made him a target.

The shooting underscores the stubborn lasting power of fake news and how hard it is to stamp out. Debunking 
false news articles can sometimes stoke the outrage of the believers, leading fake news purveyors to feed that 
appetite with more misinformation. Efforts by social media companies to control the spread of these stories 
are limited, and shutting one online discussion thread down simply pushes the fake news creators to move to 
another space online.

http://www.nytimes.com/by/cecilia-kang
https://www.nytimes.com/by/adam-goldman
http://mpdc.dc.gov/release/arrest-made-assault-dangerous-weapon-gun-5000-block-connecticut-avenue-northwest
http://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/21/technology/fact-check-this-pizzeria-is-not-a-child-trafficking-site.html?_r=0
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/pizzagate-shows-how-fake-news-hurts-real-people/2016/11/25/d9ee0590-b0f9-11e6-840f-e3ebab6bcdd3_story.html?utm_term=.16f3d5f644b7
http://www.snopes.com/pizzagate-conspiracy/
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“The reason why it’s so hard to stop fake news is that the facts don’t change people’s minds,” said Leslie Harris, 
a former president of the Center for Democracy & Technology, a nonprofit that promotes free speech and open 
internet policies. When users are caught abusing the terms of one media platform, they simply go to another, 
she said.

The viral nature of the misinformation was illustrated again late Sunday, not long after the police arrested Mr. 
Welch and called Pizzagate a “fictitious online conspiracy theory” in their report. Some individuals on Twitter said 
Mr. Welch was an actor used by the mainstream media to divert attention from the alleged crimes at Comet Ping 
Pong. Followers of a shuttered Reddit thread on Pizzagate dissected the episode on a new online network called 
Voat.

The storm of fake news has swept up not only Comet Ping Pong, but its neighboring businesses. Conspiracy 
theorists have linked symbols that some local businesses on the same street as Comet Ping Pong used in their 
logos to symbols of pedophilia code.

At Terasol, a French restaurant across the street from Comet Ping Pong, the owner, Sabrina Ousmaal, said she 
received daily phone threats and her business’s Facebook page had been filled with false accusations, including, 
“You guys mind explaining the pedophilia symbol removed from your website then?” She added that the symbol 
was not on her restaurant but on the store of a nearby shop and was a swirl within a triangle.

Ms. Ousmaal said she and her husband had called the police and the F.B.I. but had received little guidance. “I am 
appalled and horrified,” Ms. Ousmaal said of the shooting on Sunday. “Nothing has been done. This is not free 
speech. This is a hate crime.”

Tech companies and government leaders have been struggling to solve the problem of fake news, with 
Facebook’s chief executive, Mark Zuckerberg, earlier promising to work on technology tools to slow the gusher 
of false digital information. In a news briefing on Monday, Josh Earnest, the White House press secretary, said free 
speech rights pose a challenge for media platforms to prevent misinformation from leading to episodes like the 
gunman at Comet Ping Pong.

“Many of the entrepreneurs in Silicon Valley didn’t develop this technology to make it easier for hate to be prop-
agated online; their idea was to build a community where people could more effectively communicate and 
engage in commerce,” Mr. Earnest said. “If you do administer a platform that is used extensively to propagate 
hate and to inspire acts of violence, well, I think most people are going to be less likely to use the platform.”

For purveyors of fake news who have continued pushing the Pizzagate theory even after the facts have been 
debunked, whether Comet Ping Pong is even engaged in a pedophilia ring is beyond the point. Jeffrey Marty, a 
lawyer from Florida, said in a phone interview that he was the man posing as Representative Steven Smith from 
Georgia’s fictional 15th District. He said that he was frustrated with the way the mainstream media covered the 
election and that he believes that most of his 24,000 followers know that his account is a parody.

Mr. Marty, who has tweeted links to fake news stories and repeatedly said the mainstream media needs to 
investigate Pizzagate, declined to say whether he actually believed the Comet Ping Pong allegations. “I just 
think you need to investigate. There are clues everywhere,” he said. “But I don’t agree with what happened at the 
restaurant.”

Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-
news-consequences.html

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/20/business/media/facebook-considering-ways-to-combat-fake-news-mark-zuckerberg-says.html?_r=0
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-consequences.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-consequences.html
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ACT 7 IN WASHINGTON PIZZERIA ATTACK-ADAPTED

IN WASHINGTON PIZZERIA ATTACK, FAKE NEWS BROUGHT REAL GUNS

Adapted for CEFR Level B1-B2

WASHINGTON - Edgar M. Welch, a 28-year-old father of two from Salisbury, North Carolina, recently read online 
that Comet Ping Pong, a pizza restaurant in northwest Washington, kept children as sex slaves. The article 
appeared on different websites, including Facebook and Twitter. As a result, armed with guns, Mr. Welch drove 
to the pizza restaurant and fired his rifle. The police were called and he was arrested. Thankfully, no one was hurt.

What Mr. Welch didn’t know is that he was a victim of fake news. The false articles about the pizzeria began 
appearing on social networks and websites in late October, saying the owners were trafficking children. Although 
many respected newspapers like The New York Times and The Washington Post clearly stated that the story was 
fake, it did not stop the conspiracy theories. 

Twitter, Facebook and Instagram were flooded with more attacks against the pizzeria as believers in the 
child-trafficking conspiracy became more fanatical. In fact, a person pretending to be a government official 
claimed that the story was absolutely true.  A video on YouTube “explained” how The New York Times article had 
actually misinformed people and led to even more fake articles about the pizzeria. 

The owner of Comet Ping Pong Pizza, who is a Democrat, thinks that his restaurant might have been attacked 
due to his support for Hilary Clinton’s presidential campaign. As a result of the shooting, he had to close the 
pizzeria for a few days. 

The incident shows the lasting power of fake news and how hard it is to fight against it. Efforts by social media 
companies to control the spread of these stories are limited and inefficient. 

“The reason why it’s so hard to stop fake news is that the facts don’t change people’s minds,” said Leslie Harris, a 
former president of the Center for Democracy & Technology.

The storm of fake news has not only hit Comet Ping Pong, but its neighboring businesses as well. Conspiracy 
theorists have linked the symbols used by some local businesses on the same street as Comet Ping Pong in their 
logos to “a secret pedophilia code”. A French restaurant near the pizzeria received daily phone threats and the 
company’s Facebook page was filled with accusations. Although the owner contacted the police, nothing was 
really done to stop the aggression. “This is not free speech. This is a hate crime,” said Ms. Ousmaal, the owner of 
the French restaurant.  

Free speech rights pose a challenge to resolving the problem. Technology companies and government leaders 
have been trying to work together to stop the spread of fake news, however, their efforts do not really pay off 
since people seem to be uninterested in facts. 

As for Mr. Welch, a loving father and a family man, the incident seemed out of character. 

He will appear in court next Thursday. 

Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-
consequences.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-consequences.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-consequences.html
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IN WASHINGTON PIZZERIA ATTACK, FAKE NEWS BROUGHT REAL GUNS

Adapted for CEFR Level C1+

WASHINGTON — Edgar M. Welch, a 28-year-old father of two from Salisbury, N.C., recently read online that Comet Ping 
Pong, a pizza restaurant in northwest Washington, was keeping young children as sex slaves as part of a child-abuse ring 
led by Hillary Clinton.

The articles making those claims were widespread across the web, appearing on sites including Facebook and Twitter. 
Apparently concerned, Mr. Welch drove about six hours on Sunday from his home to Comet Ping Pong to see the 
situation for himself. Not long after arriving at the pizzeria, the police said, he fired his rifle. The police arrested him. 
Thankfully, no one was hurt.

In court, Mr. Welch told the authorities that he was armed to help rescue children but that he surrendered peacefully 
after finding no evidence that “children were being kept in the restaurant.” 

What Mr. Welch didn’t know is that what he had been reading online were fake news articles about Comet Ping Pong. 
The false articles against the pizzeria began appearing on social networks and websites in late October.

The articles were soon exposed as false by publications including The New York Times, The Washington Post and the 
fact-checking website  Snopes. But this did not stop the conspiracy theories about Comet Ping Pong; in fact, they 
continued to appear. One even included a government representative — Steven Smith of the 15th District of Georgia, 
neither a real lawmaker nor a real district — who warned that the information in The New York Times and The Washing-
ton Post was actually false. 

On YouTube, a step-by-step breakdown of the Times article was viewed nearly 250,000 times and passed around on 
Twitter and Facebook. 

The owner of Comet Ping Pong Pizza, who is a Democrat, thinks that his restaurant might have been attacked due to his 
support for Hilary Clinton’s presidential campaign. As a result of the shooting, he had to close the pizzeria for a few days. 

The shooting demonstrates the stubborn, lasting power of fake news and how hard it is to get rid of. Efforts by social 
media companies to control the spread of these stories are limited, and shutting down one online discussion because it 
includes fake news does not prevent another from appearing.

“The reason why it’s so hard to stop fake news is that the facts don’t change people’s minds,” said Leslie Harris, a former 
president of the Center for Democracy & Technology. 

The storm of fake news has swept up not only Comet Ping Pong, but its neighboring businesses, as well. Conspiracy 
theorists have linked symbols used by some local businesses on the same street as Comet Ping Pong in their logos to “a 
secret pedophilia code”.

At Terasol, a French restaurant across the street from Comet Ping Pong, owner Sabrina Ousmaal said that she received 
daily phone threats and her business’s Facebook page had been filled with false accusations. Ms. Ousmaal said she and 
her husband had called the police and the F.B.I. but had received little guidance. “I am horrified,” Ms. Ousmaal said of the 
shooting on Sunday. “Nothing has been done. This is not free speech. This is a hate crime.”

Tech companies and government leaders have been struggling to solve the problem of fake news, with Facebook’s 
chief executive, Mark Zuckerberg, earlier promising to work on technology tools to slow the spread of false digital 
information. These efforts are made all the more difficult by people’s reluctance to accept facts even when they are 
clearly stated. 

As for Mr. Welch, a loving father and a family man, the incident seemed out of character. 
He will appear in court next Thursday. 

Source: https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-
consequences.html

https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-consequences.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2016/12/05/business/media/comet-ping-pong-pizza-shooting-fake-news-consequences.html
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CASES ADAPTED FOR CEFR LEVEL B1-B2

A teacher with 13 years of experience left her unlocked cell phone on her desk. A 16-year old student, without 
permission, looked through the pictures on her phone. He found an improper picture of the teacher that she had 
sent to for husband for Valentine’s Day. The student then sent the photo to other students and posted it on social 
media.

A woman, after breaking up with her boyfriend, discovered that her ex had broken into her Instagram account 
and posted private messages and personal information about their relationship. He also changed her password 
so she couldn’t log back in and accused her of spreading the personal information herself.

A family went on holiday and their daughter posted photos from the beach on Facebook. The phone 
automatically marked the location. When the family came home a week later, they found that their home was 
robbed. The thieves knew there was no one in the house because of the daughter’s posts.  

A famous politician was photographed with his secret lover and the photos were published. A journalist 
interviewed his wife and child about the affair. Soon after, there were elections and the politician lost.

ACT 1 CASES

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2016/03/02/student-swipes-nude-photo-sc-teacher-took-husband/81207238/
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CASES ADAPTED FOR CEFR LEVEL C1+

A teacher with 13 years of experience left her unlocked cell phone on her desk. A 16-year old student, without 
permission, looked through the pictures on her phone. He found a racy picture the teacher took of herself to 
send her husband for Valentine’s Day. The student then sent the photo to other students and posted it on social 
media.

A woman who broke up with her boyfriend discovered some time afterward that he had broken into her 
Instagram account and  posted transcripts of private messages  about their relationship and other personal 
information. He also changed the account password so she couldn’t log back in, shared the information on other 
social networks, and then accused her of spreading it herself.

A family went on holiday and their daughter posted photos from the beach on Facebook. The device 
automatically marked the location. When the family came home a week later, they found that their home had 
been robbed. The thieves had learned about their absence from the daughter’s Facebook pictures. 

A famous politician was photographed with his secret mistress and the photos were published. A journalist 
interviewed his wife and child about the infidelity. Soon after, there were elections and the politician lost.

ACT 1 CASES

http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/world/2016/03/02/student-swipes-nude-photo-sc-teacher-took-husband/81207238/
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A REAL-LIFE CASE STUDY

Adapted for CEFR Level B1-B2 

Someone stole a picture of California woman Nicole Ortiz, as well as her name, from her Facebook page. The 
“identity thief” used her picture to advertise a home for lease in a newspaper. The advertisement was proven to 
be fake. The end result could have been the victim, Nicole Ortiz, going to prison, especially since she was already 
wanted by the Police Department for the rental fraud that was not even her doing.

ACT 4 A REAL-LIFE CASE STUDY
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A REAL-LIFE CASE STUDY

Adapted for CEFR Level C1+  

Someone stole  a picture of California native Nicole Ortiz, as well as her name, from her Facebook page. The 
“identity thief” is believed to have used her picture while advertising a rental property in a newspaper. The rental 
property deal was shown to be a scam. The disaster could have resulted in the victim, Nicole Ortiz, being put 
behind bars, especially since the Police Department was already looking for her because of this rental scam that 
was not even her doing.

ACT 4 A REAL-LIFE CASE STUDY
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CHILDREN: COVERAGE, IMAGES AND INTERVIEWS

How should we handle reporting about children who are accused of committing crimes?

What about children who are the victims of crimes, or witnesses to crimes?

Is a parent’s permission necessary to interview a child? Is it different in an urgent situation?

Should anonymity rules be different for children?

How else should journalists protect children’s safety?

Feelings often run high among journalists, parents and the public about interviewing and photographing 
children and teens.

Sometimes local laws limit photographing or reporting on children. But more often the issue is one of ethics. 
Here are some common situations where ethical considerations apply:

CHILDREN ACCUSED OF CRIMES

The age of the child, whether he is being tried in adult or juvenile court and the severity of the alleged crime are 
often factors in deciding whether to identify or photograph a child charged with a crime. Some news outlets 
are more comfortable identifying a 17-year-old than a 10-year-old. Whether other news outlets are identifying 
the child can also be a factor. The arrest of a child may also be more newsworthy if the parents are prominent 
people. Some organizations see a difference between identifying a child by name and running her photo; others 
consider them the same thing.

See the separate article on naming criminal suspects.

CHILDREN WHO ARE VICTIMS OR WITNESSES OF CRIMES

Most news outlets tend to respect a request for anonymity for a child crime victim or a child who was witness to 
a crime, even if the name is given in court. However, if a child “goes public” in interviews, or a parent identifies the 
child publicly, the name is frequently used.

OTHER SITUATIONS

In the absence of a legal requirement, is a parent’s permission required to interview or photograph a child (or 
to run the material afterward)? Many news outlets make every effort to get parental permission. Some are more 
flexible, depending on the situation. For instance, in interviewing children about a simple matter like their favorite 
video games, some news organizations feel asking parental permission is not necessary, though a reporter may 
give the child her card to give to the child’s parents afterward.

When a story is breaking quickly — for example, a shooting at a school — it is often impractical to get parental 
permission for photographs of children running out of the building or being escorted by police. Many outlets 
feel that in such a case, the exceptional nature of the story allows them to proceed without parental permission. 
Still, many seek such permission to actually talk with students, especially in traumatic situations.

Some organizations instruct their reporters and photographers to explain to a child what their news outlet is and 
where the material is likely to be used.

ACT 6 ONA GUIDELINES-ORIGINAL
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CHILDREN: COVERAGE, IMAGES AND INTERVIEWS

An organization may have special anonymity rules for children. In stories about children doing something illegal 
or the problems marginalized children face, it may be even more reasonable to grant confidentiality.

The Associated Press’s guidelines for interviewing children include these additional points on safety:

Even if a story includes a child’s name and age, consider whether it is absolutely necessary to say exactly where 
the child lives in the story or photo caption. Even when the story topic has not been particularly sensitive, there 
have been instances when people with questionable intentions have contacted the families of young people 
who’ve appeared in AP stories and photos. If it doesn’t compromise the story, consider leaving out the name of 
a young person’s school, where he works or the specific suburb where he lives.

Photographers and video journalists also should be careful how and where they photograph and film young 
subjects. (In the cases above where families received unwanted contacts from readers, one girl had appeared in 
an AP photo lying on her bed reading a magazine, and another was photographed in a way that emphasized her 
short shorts. Other photo treatments would have been equally effective in illustrating those stories.)

We do not have to have parental permission to run a child’s photo if we have obtained the photo and rights to it 
elsewhere, but parents’ feelings and the effect on the child should be considered. (In the case of a Cleveland man 
accused in 2013 of kidnapping women and holding them in his home, photo editors decided not to use a photo 
of the young daughter of one of the women, who was held with her mother. Our policy is not to identify minors 
who have been subjected to abuse.)

Decisions about using written material that a minor posts online — tweets, blogs, status updates, etc. — need to 
balance news value with the potential for harm. This includes giving minors’ online “handles.”

When interviewing young people, be diligent about verifying their names (asking to see their driver’s licences 
is a good idea, if they’re old enough). Adolescent boys, in particular, have pranked journalists many times by 
claiming names with sexual meanings, such as “Heywood Jablome.”

The main author of this section is Thomas Kent.

Source: https://ethics.journalists.org/topics/children-coverage-images-and-interviews/ 

ACT 6 ONA GUIDELINES-ORIGINAL

http://www.ap.org/company/ap-standards/best-practices-for-covering-children-and-teens-younger-than-18
http://www.snopes.com/media/goofs/heywood.asp
http://linkedin.com/in/tjrkent
https://ethics.journalists.org/topics/children-coverage-images-and-interviews/
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Online News Association 

CHILDREN: COVERAGE, IMAGES AND INTERVIEWS

Adapted for CEFR Level B1-B2 

Children: reporting, images, and interviews 

How should we report on children who are accused of committing crimes?

What about children who are the victims of crimes, or witnesses to crimes?

Is a parent’s permission necessary to interview a child? Is this different in an urgent situation?

Should anonymity rules be different for children?

How else should journalists protect children’s safety?

The issue of how to best interview and photograph children is crucial for journalists. Although there are laws in 
place, the problem is more ethical and requires careful consideration.

Children accused of crimes

The main factors that should be kept in mind are the child’s age and the type of crime. Some media have no 
problem showing the identity of a 17-year-old, while other media channels may not feel the same way. The social 
status of the child’s parents should also be considered — are the parents famous or not?

Children who are victims or witnesses of crimes

Most news outlets tend to respect a request for anonymity for a child who was the victim or witness of a crime. 
However, if a child “goes public” in interviews, or a parent identifies the child publicly, his or her name is then 
frequently used.

Other situations

If there is no legal requirement, is a parent’s permission necessary to interview or photograph a child? Many 
news outlets make every effort to get parental permission. Some are more flexible, depending on the situation. 
For instance, when interviewing children about a simple matter like their favorite video games, some news 
organizations feel that asking parental permission is not necessary.

When a story is developing quickly — for example, a shooting at a school — it is often impractical to get parental 
permission for photographs of children running out of the building or being escorted by police. Many outlets 
feel that in such cases, an exceptional story allows them to shoot without parental permission. 

Some organizations tell their reporters and photographers to explain to a child what their news outlet is and 
where the material is going to be used.

An organization may have special anonymity rules for children. In stories about children doing 
something illegal, it may be better to keep their anonymity. 

Even if a story includes a child’s name and age, think about if it is really necessary to include it. If not 
absolutely necessary, consider leaving out the name of the young person’s school, where he or she 
works, or the specific suburb where he or she lives.

ACT 6 ONA GUIDELINES-ADAPTED
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Photographers and video journalists also should be careful about how and where they photograph and 
film children.

Journalists should decide if it is really necessary to include material written by the child itself — tweets, 
blogs, status updates, etc. There is a need to balance news value with the potential for harm. 

When interviewing young people, make sure all names are verified (asking to see their driver’s licenses, 
if they’re old enough). Teenage boys, in particular, have played tricks on journalists many times by giv-
ing false names.

Source: https://ethics.journalists.org/topics/children-coverage-images-and-interviews/

ACT 6 ONA GUIDELINES-ADAPTED

https://ethics.journalists.org/topics/children-coverage-images-and-interviews/
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CHILDREN: COVERAGE, IMAGES AND INTERVIEWS

Adapted for CEFR Level C1+ 

Children: coverage, images, and interviews 

How should we handle reporting about children who are accused of committing crimes?

What about children who are the victims of crimes, or witnesses to crimes?

Is a parent’s permission necessary to interview a child? Is it different in an urgent situation?

Should anonymity rules be different for children?

How else should journalists protect children’s safety?

Feelings often run high among journalists, parents, and the public about interviewing and photographing 
children and teens.

Sometimes local laws limit photographing or reporting on children. But, more often, the issue is one of ethics. 
Here are some common situations where ethical considerations apply:

Children accused of crimes

The age of the child, whether he or she is being tried in adult or juvenile court, and the severity of the alleged 
crime are often factors in deciding whether to identify or photograph a child charged with a crime. Some news 
outlets are more comfortable identifying a 17-year-old than a 10-year-old. Whether other news outlets are 
identifying the child, too, can also be a factor. The arrest of a child may also be more newsworthy if the parents 
are prominent people.

Children who are victims or witnesses of crimes

Most news outlets tend to respect a request for anonymity for a child who is the victim or witness of a crime, even 
if the name is given in court. However, if a child “goes public” in interviews, or a parent identifies the child publicly, 
the name is frequently used.

Other situations

In the absence of a legal requirement, is a parent’s permission required to interview or photograph a 
child (or to run the material afterward)? Many news outlets make every effort to get parental permission. 
Some are more flexible, depending on the situation. For instance, in interviewing children about a 
simple matter like their favorite video games, some news organizations feel asking parental permission 
is not necessary.

When a story is breaking quickly — for example, a shooting at a school — it is often impractical to 
get parental permission for photographs of children running out of the building or being escorted by 
police. Many outlets feel that in such a case, the exceptional nature of the story allows them to proceed 
without parental permission.

Some organizations instruct their reporters and photographers to explain to a child what their news 
outlet is and where the material is likely to be used.

ACT 6 ONA GUIDELINES-ADAPTED
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An organization may have special anonymity rules for children. In stories about children doing 
something illegal, it may be even more reasonable to grant anonymity. 

Even if a story includes a child’s name and age, consider whether it is absolutely necessary to say exactly 
where the child lives in the story or photo caption. Even when the story topic has not been particularly 
sensitive, there have been instances when people with questionable intentions have contacted the 
families of young people asking for information. 

Photographers and video journalists also should be careful how and where they photograph and film 
young subjects. 

Decisions about using written material posted by a minor online — tweets, blogs, status updates, etc. 
— need to balance news value with the potential for harm.

When interviewing young people, be diligent about verifying their names (asking to see their driver’s 
licenses is a good idea, if they’re old enough). Adolescent boys, in particular, have pranked journalists 
many times by claiming names with sexual meanings.

Source: https://ethics.journalists.org/topics/children-coverage-images-and-interviews/ 

ACT 6 ONA GUIDELINES-ADAPTED

https://ethics.journalists.org/topics/children-coverage-images-and-interviews/
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UNICEF’S GUIDELINES FOR JOURNALISTS REPORTING 
ON CHILDREN

PRINCIPLES AND GUIDELINES FOR MEDIA REPORTING ON CHILDREN

Media reporting on children and young people should never put them at risk. UNICEF has developed principles 
and guidelines to help journalists report on children’s issues in a way that enables them to serve the public 
interest without compromising the rights of children.

These are six over-arching principles; six guidelines for interviewing children; and seven principles for reporting 
on children's issues. 

CHILDREN: COVERAGE, IMAGES, AND INTERVIEWS 

1. Respect the dignity and rights of every child in every circumstance. 

2. In interviewing (and reporting on) children, pay special attention to each child's right to privacy and 
confidentiality, to have their opinions heard, to participate in decisions affecting them and to be protected from 
harm and retribution. 

3. Protect the best interests of each child over any other consideration, including advocacy for children's issues 
and the promotion of child rights. 

4. When trying to determine the best interests of a child, give due weight to the child's right to have their views 
taken into account in accordance with their age and maturity. 

5. Consult those closest to the child's situation and best able to assess it about the political, social and cultural 
ramifications of any reportage. 

6. Do not publish a story or an image that might put the child, their siblings or peers at risk, even when their 
identities are changed, obscured or not used.

SIX GUIDELINES FOR INTERVIEWING CHILDREN 

1. Do no harm to any child; avoid questions, attitudes or comments that are judgemental, insensitive to cultural 
values, that place a child in danger or expose a child to humiliation, or that reactivate the pain of traumatic events.

2. Do not discriminate in choosing children to interview because of their sex, race, age, religion, status, educational 
background or physical abilities. 

3. No staging: do not ask children to tell a story or take an action that is not part of their own history. 

4. Ensure that the child or guardian knows they are talking to a reporter. Explain the purpose of the interview and 
its intended use. 

5. Obtain permission from the child and his or her guardian for all interviews, videotaping and, when possible, 
for documentary photographs. When possible and appropriate, this permission should be in writing. Permission 
must be obtained in circumstances that ensure that the child and guardian are not coerced in any way and that 
they understand that they are part of a story that might be disseminated locally and globally. This is usually only 
ensured if the permission is obtained in the child's language and if the decision is made in consultation with an 
adult the child trusts. 

ACT 6 UNICEF GUIDELINES-ORIGINAL
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6. Pay attention to where and how the child is interviewed. Limit the number of interviewers and photographers. 
Try to make certain that children are comfortable and able to tell their story without outside pressure, including 
from the interviewer. In film, video and radio interviews, consider what the choice of visual or audio background 
might imply about the child and her or his life and story. Ensure that the child would not be endangered or 
adversely affected by showing their home, community or general whereabouts.

SEVEN GUIDELINES FOR REPORTING ON CHILDREN  

1. Do not further stigmatize any child; avoid categorizations or descriptions that expose a child to negative 
reprisals - including additional physical or psychological harm, or to lifelong abuse, discrimination or rejection by 
their local communities

2. Always provide an accurate context for the child's story or image. 

3. Always change the name and obscure the visual identity of any child who is identified as:

A victim of sexual abuse or exploitation

A perpetrator of physical or sexual abuse

HIV positive, or living with AIDS, unless the child, a parent or a guardian gives fully informed consent

Charged or convicted of a crime.

4. In certain circumstances of risk or potential risk of harm or retribution, change the name and obscure the visual 
identity of any child who is identified as:

A current or former child combatant

An asylum seeker, a refugee or an internally displaced person.

5. In certain cases, using a child's identity (their name and/or recognizable image) is in the child's best interests. 
However, when the child's identity is used, they must still be protected against harm and supported in the event 
of any stigmatization or reprisals. For example:

When a child initiates contact with a reporter, wanting to exercise their right to freedom of expression and 
their right to have their opinion heard

When a child is part of a sustained programme of activism or social mobilization and wants to be identified 
as such

When a child is engaged in a psychosocial programme and claiming their name and identity is part of their 
healthy development.

6. Confirm the accuracy of what the child has to say, either with other children or an adult, preferably with both.

7. When in doubt about whether a child is at risk, report on the general situation for children rather than on an 
individual child, no matter how newsworthy the story.

For more information, see 'The Media and Children's Rights' website

Source: https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/ethical-guidelines

ACT 6 UNICEF GUIDELINES-ORIGINAL

http://www.mediawise.org.uk/children/the-media-and-childrens-rights/
https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/ethical-guidelines
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UNICEF: GUIDELINES FOR JOURNALISTS REPORTING 
ON CHILDREN

Adapted for CEFR Level B1-B2 

PRINCIPLES AND PROCEDURES FOR MEDIA REPORTING ON CHILDREN 

Media reporting on children and young people should never put them at risk. UNICEF has developed principles 
and procedures to help journalists report on children’s issues without compromising their rights.

These are six important principles, six procedures for interviewing children, and seven principles for reporting 
on children's issues. 

SIX PRINCIPLES 

1. Always respect the self-esteem and rights of every child. 

2. In interviewing (and reporting on) children, pay special attention to each child's right to privacy, to have their 
opinions heard, to participate in important decisions and to be protected from harm. 

3. The child’s best interest should always come first.

4. When trying to determine the best interests of a child, take into consideration their age and maturity. 

5. Consult those closest to the child's situation to better understand the political, social, and cultural consequences 
of any reportage. 
Do not publish a story or an image that might put the child, their siblings, or friends at risk, even when their 
identities are changed or not used.

SIX GUIDELINES FOR INTERVIEWING CHILDREN 

1. Do no harm to any child; avoid questions or comments that are critical, insensitive to cultural values, that place 
a child in danger, or that bring back painful memories.

2. Do not discriminate in choosing children to interview because of their sex, race, age, religion, economic status, 
educational background, or physical abilities. 

3. Do not ask children to tell a story that is not their own. 

4. Make sure that the child or guardian knows they are talking to a reporter. Explain the purpose of the interview. 

5. Get permission for interviewing the child in writing, if possible.   

6. Pay attention to where and how the child is being interviewed. Limit the number of interviewers and 
photographers. Try to make sure that children are comfortable and able to tell their story without outside 
pressure, including from the interviewer.

SEVEN GUIDELINES FOR REPORTING ON CHILDREN 

1. Do not categorize children.

2. Always provide accurate context for the child's story or image. 

ACT 6 UNICEF GUIDELINES-ADAPTED
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3. Always change the name and never show the identity of any child who is identified as:

- a victim of sexual abuse or exploitation;

- a criminal accused of physical or sexual abuse;

- HIV positive, or living with AIDS, unless the child, a parent, or a guardian gives fully informed permission;

- accused of a crime.

4. In cases with a risk of harm to the child, change his or her name and identity, especially if the child is a current 
or former child soldier or a refugee.

5 In certain cases, using a child's identity (their name and/or recognizable image) is in the child's best interests. 
However, when the child's identity is used, they must still be protected against harm:

when a child tries to contact a reporter, wanting to have their opinion heard and story told;

  - when a child is part of an activist group and wants to be identified as such.  

6. Check the accuracy of what the child has to say with either other children or an adult.

7. When in doubt if a child is at risk, report on the general situation of children rather than on an individual child.

Source: https://www.unicef.org/eca/media/ethical-guidelines

ACT 6 UNICEF GUIDELINES-ADAPTED
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NEWS FOR FACT CHECKING

Adapted for CEFR Level B1-B2  

THE 6 FAKEST FAKE-NEWS STORIES OF 2017

Donald Trump began the year by tweeting about the news media and announcing that he would give away the 
most dishonest and corrupt media award of the year — something which hasn’t happened yet. If this award 
ceremony really takes place, it will be further proof of Trump’s attack on certain media outlets as fake. And 
although he may not be right to do so, the fact is that fake stories are on the rise. Here are the 6 biggest fake 
stories of 2017: 

1. MELANIA TRUMP’S BODY DOUBLE

In October, a joke that quickly transformed into a conspiracy theory began appearing everywhere — First Lady 
Melania Trump used a look-alike to go to certain events. Apparently, there was a secret service agent who looked 
too much like her; and the President once claimed his wife was standing right next to him when she wasn’t. The 
story was quickly recognized as false. 

2. THE CASE OF ROY MOORE 

Republican senate candidate Roy Moore was accused of sexual contact with young children. Naturally, his 
supporters tried sharing false information and claimed that the senator’s accuser had been arrested for lying. 
They even said that respected newspapers like the Washington Post paid women to invent stories about Moore. 
Moore lost the next election with just less than half the votes. 

3. THE SETH RICH CONSPIRACY 

The death of an important government official, Seth Richard, became the source of much misinformation — 
from a possible Russian plot to poison him to an assassination plot by the Clintons. In reality none of this was 
true, and his family confirmed that he had been shot.

4. TRUMP’S VOTER-FRAUD FEVER DREAM

An online news website claimed that in the last election Hillary Clinton got 25 million fraudulent votes. Of course, 
the story was completely false and, in fact, an investigation showed that this election was marked with very few 
voting problems.

5. TRUMP’S INAUGURATION CROWD SIZE 

The White House Press Secretary tried to persuade journalists that President Trump’s inauguration attracted the 
largest audience ever. After a quick comparison with past inaugurations, this was found to be absolutely false.

6. VIRAL TERRORIST ATTACKS 

The moment after the Las Vegas shooting, stories began appearing about the identity of the possible gunman 
and victims. None of these stories were proven to be true, as most of the people shown to be the victims actually 
were not in Las Vegas during the attack.
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NEWS FOR FACT CHECKING

Adapted for CEFR Level C1+ 

THE 6 FAKEST FAKE-NEWS STORIES OF 2017

Donald Trump started the new year like any president would: by tweeting about the news media. “I will be 
announcing THE MOST DISHONEST & CORRUPT MEDIA AWARDS OF THE YEAR,” the president tweeted on the 
second day of 2018. And though we are now well into January, it remains unclear what form the awards ceremony, 
which is scheduled for Wednesday, will take, or whether it will happen at all. 

If the ceremony takes place, it would represent a culmination of Trump’s continuous attacks on certain outlets 
as “fake.” And although the president’s attacks are clearly designed to cast doubt on reports that hold him 
responsible for his actions, the growing rise in conspiracy theories highlights tech platforms’ alarming inability to 
control fake news. But in the spirit of the current administration, which seems dead set on trivializing the prob-
lem, here are the top six biggest fake-news stories of 2017.

1. MELANIA TRUMP’S BODY DOUBLE

In October, a theory about First Lady Melania Trump briefly gripped the Internet. Though it began as a joke, it 
quickly transformed into a conspiracy: the First Lady employed a look-alike who regularly filled in for her during 
certain public appearances. Internet users pointed to the president’s slipups regarding his wife’s whereabouts (“My 
wife, Melania, who happens to be right here,” he says in one widely circulated clip); her sometimes-altered-looking 
appearance; and a similar-looking Secret Service agent as apparent proof that the president’s wife was actually a 
double. Snopes.com quickly proved this to be false. 

2. THE CASE OF ROY MOORE 

A Washington Post article claimed that Republican Alabama Senate candidate Roy Moore had had sexual 
contact with minors. As a result, Moore’s supporters leapt to his defense. One website circulated the (false) news 
that a Moore accuser had been arrested for lying, and right-wing blog “Gateway Pundit” wrote about a tweet that 
claimed The Washington Post had paid women to fabricate stories about Moore. They even got as far as accusing 
The Post of planting evidence. Moore lost the December special Senate race, but only by a margin. 

3. THE SETH RICH CONSPIRACY 

When Democratic National Committee staffer Seth Rich was murdered in July 2016, his death quickly became 
a topic of misinformation. WikiLeaks offered $20,000 in cash for information about Rich’s untimely death. Roger 
Stone suggested that Rich had been killed by the Clintons to cover up evidence or possibly poisoned by the 
Russians (in reality, Washington, D.C. police say Rich was likely the victim of a failed robbery). The story quickly 
fell apart, as Rich’s family called all the fake stories baseless.

4. TRUMP’S VOTER-FRAUD FEVER DREAM

In late January of last year, an article from YourNewsWire — a Los Angeles-based site that runs aggregated 
political news mixed in with completely fabricated stories — wrote that 25 million fraudulent votes had been cast 
for Hillary Clinton. “A study published by NPR reveals that over 25 million Hillary Clinton votes were completely 
fraudulent, meaning that the Democratic candidate actually lost the popular vote by a huge margin,” the story 
read. Of course, this is completely false: the NPR study in question wasn’t conducted by NPR at all. It was a 2012 
article published by NPR about a completely different issue.

https://www.vanityfair.com/people/donald-trump#intcid=dt-hot-link
https://twitter.com/realDonaldTrump/status/948359545767841792
https://www.facebook.com/Andreawagnerbarton/posts/10214853731877308
https://www.snopes.com/melania-trump-body-double/
http://archive.is/0fpXU
https://archive.fo/5JBdI#selection-563.0-563.216
http://www.cnn.com/2017/05/24/us/seth-rich-dnc-wikileaks-theories/index.html
http://archive.is/earRt
https://www.vanityfair.com/people/hillary-clinton#intcid=dt-hot-link
https://www.factcheck.org/2017/08/25-million-clinton-votes-werent-fake/
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5. TRUMP’S INAUGURATION CROWD SIZE 

White House Press Secretary Sean Spicer was given the task of convincing reporters that Trump’s inauguration 
had drawn “the largest audience ever.” After a comparison of Barack Obama’s 2009 inauguration crowd size and 
that of Trump, it was proven that Trump’s was about one-third the size of Obama’s.

6. VIRAL TERRORIST ATTACKS 

In almost the same instant that news broke of a shooting in Las Vegas that left at least 59 dead and hundreds 
wounded, false information began to circulate about its circumstances. Some social-media posts included a 
picture of comedian Sam Hyde, falsely claiming he was the gunman; other rumors suggested that multiple 
shooters had been involved. After the terror attack in Manchester, England, at an Ariana Grande concert in May, 
viral photos claiming to show missing children were widely circulated on Facebook and Twitter, despite the fact 
that many pictured were in different continents at the time of the attack.

https://www.vanityfair.com/people/sean-spicer#intcid=dt-hot-link
http://thehill.com/blogs/blog-briefing-room/news/343204-sean-spicers-most-memorable-moments-as-press-secretary
http://beta.latimes.com/nation/la-las-vegas-shooting-live-updates-fake-news-stories-circulate-after-1506961659-htmlstory.html
https://www.buzzfeed.com/jimwaterson/manchester-arena-fake-news?utm_term=.mjbj7ZWMr#.by3PDvdWx
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