
FAKE NEWS
THROUGHOUT HISTORY

Assessments and Quizzes
Jennifer LaGarde and Darren Hudgins, 
the authors of Fact vs. Fiction, have 
created a Fake News Self-Assessment, 
which you can access here: 
bit.ly/FvsFSelf_AssessmentCOPY

Take a look at this series of news stories as they might appear on 
your (or a student’s) mobile device. Label each one as legitimate 
or fake, but because there’s often more to the story than 
whether or not it’s “real or fake,” see what else you can answer 
about each potentially true piece of information. For example, 
pay attention to the app that’s being used in each example and 
how each tool presents information diff erently. Additionally, if 
you decide that a story is fake, further dissect that assessment: 
Label the story as being a particular type of fake news, and then 
record some of the red fl ags that led you to that determination. 
It may not seem like it, but some of these are real, so take your 
time and examine each example carefully. 

How did you do on the Fake News Self-Assessment? What 
surprised you most about your results? What next steps will you 
take to continue your own learning in this area?

More Quizzes to Help You and Your Students 
Test Your Ability to Sniff  Out Fake News
Factitious. JoLT, a collaboration between American University’s 
GameLab and School of Communication, lets you view stories 
with or without their sources before choosing fake or real. 
(bit.ly/2JKUbFN)

Can You Spot the Fake News Story? This quick quiz from 
Houghton Miffl  in Harcourt’s Channel One News tests your ability 
to pick a fake news story from a real one. Scroll down for access 
to several lesson plans related to fake news. (bit.ly/2JKUTCX)

Can You Spot Fake News? Inspired by the book A Field Guide to 
Lies and Statistics by Daniel Levitin, this quiz from Penguin Books 
focuses on the ways statistics and “dodgy science” are used to 
mislead. (bit.ly/2JTwlra)

Can You Spot the Fake News Stories? This quiz from the British 
Broadcasting Corporation is an interesting take on how fake 
news in the U.S. is viewed in Great Britain. (bbc.in/2JUDSX2)

Real or Fake? Rather than present example news stories for you 
to evaluate, this quiz from fact-checking site PunditFact asks 
about the attributes of a story you’ve found elsewhere, and then 
alerts you to potential warning signs. (bit.ly/2JUDYOo)

7 TACTICS 
OF FAKE NEWS

Making Sense of Information
In 2013, Alan November off ered advice on how to “prepare our students to make meaning 
from the overwhelming amount of information at their fi ngertips” and suggested three 
pillars he believed are essential to be web literate:

1. Purposeful search. Using advanced search techniques to narrow the scope and raise 
the quality of information found on the web.

2. Eff ective organization and collaboration. Being able to organize all of this information 
into a comprehensive and growing library of personal knowledge.

3. Sharing and making sense of information. Sharing what we fi nd and what we learn 
with the world and using the knowledge of others to help us make more sense of it all.

A News Consumer’s Skill Set
No matter how information is being accessed, it’s obvious that consuming news can no 
longer be a passive activity. No longer can we just take what is presented to us at face 
value. As news consumers in a world where platforms change constantly, and where 
virality is too often valued as much as accuracy, our skill set must include the ability 
to recognize:

• Our own biases. We must be aware of the personal and implicit bias that we all bring 
to any piece of information.

• Clickbait. Become suspicious when you see:

• Sensationalist headlines

• Vague or incomplete statistics

• Reporting that seeks to stoke emotion

• Images that appear gratuitous or don’t make sense in context

• Authority in authorship. Must be found in the originator of the content, not the 
individual who shared it.

• The necessity of triangulation. Determine where something came from, then look for 
other credible resources to back it up.

What Is “Fake News”?
The term “fake news” is itself an oversimplifi cation of a complex and rapidly evolving problem. 
Implying that information falls into one of two categories—true or false—denies the subtleties 
within the false narratives that are being created to fool us. Instead, educators need to 
sharpen students’ ability to distinguish between what’s there to inform versus what’s meant to 
entertain, infl uence, or encourage us to consume.

“Fake news” is lazy language. Be specifi c. Do you mean:

Propaganda. Ideas, facts, or allegations spread deliberately to further one’s cause or to 
damage an opposing cause.

Disinformation. False information deliberately and often covertly spread (as by the 
planting of rumors) in order to infl uence public opinion or obscure the truth. Diff ers 
from propaganda in that it is often spread to discredit a rival rather than promote one’s 
own agenda.

Conspiracy theory. A theory that explains an event or set of circumstances as the result of 
a secret plot by usually powerful conspirators. Typically spread as part of a disinformation 
campaign to discredit a rival.

Clickbait. Something (such as a headline) designed to make readers want to click on a 
hyperlink, especially when the link leads to content of dubious value or interest.

Some other options:

Satire. A way of using humor to show that someone or something is foolish, weak, bad, etc.; 
humor that shows the weaknesses or bad qualities of a person, government, society, etc.

Bias challenging. Anything that doesn’t confi rm our own biases. More and more, people 
are using the term “fake news” to discredit anything that challenges their existing beliefs.

Distinctions are important when considering how best to teach students to spot suspect 
news stories.

The Problem Is Us
In short, the problem isn’t the technology: it’s 
us—or at least our brains. And it’s not because 
we’re stupid or don’t have the skills to parse 
false information from what’s true. Rather, 
“there’s an even more fundamental impulse 
at play: our innate desire for an easy answer.” 
(Steinmetz, 2018)1

To stir up animosity toward Great 
Britain, Benjamin Franklin created 
an entirely fake “supplement” of an 
actual Boston newspaper, with a grisly 
hoax story about the discovery of 
700 scalps—the result of an alliance 
between King George and Native 
American forces. Franklin sent the 
paper to upstanding friends, who 
shared it with their friends, and so on.

Woodrow Wilson’s Committee on 
Public Information (CPI) recruited 
75,000 trained speakers know as 
“Four-Minute Men,” who conveyed 
positive messages about World War I 
in short speeches they gave wherever 
they could fi nd an audience—town 
squares, movie theaters, churches, etc.

Adolf Hitler and Benito Mussolini used 
propaganda to fuel their individual 
rises to power. Both painted the 
legitimate press as enemies of the 
people and declared their own version 
of events to be the only version that 
could be trusted.

Those who create fake news take advantage of natural weaknesses in the human brain by 
using these tactics: 

• They often feature famous or familiar names and places.

• They bombard us with brief, repeated versions of the same story.

• They often include at least some facts to make it diffi  cult to pick out what is real and
what is fake.

• They model their articles, videos, and other media so that they are almost 
indistinguishable from legitimate news counterparts.

• They include (sometimes completely fabricated or taken out of context) “eyewitness” 
testimonials to add legitimacy.

• They rely on fear and propaganda to infl ame existing anxieties.

• They take advantage of our tendency to trust information that confi rms our existing biases, 
which also increases the likelihood of an emotional investment on the reader’s part.
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1. Be aware of your own biases.

2. Think about technology as a set of tools for 
building empathy.

3. Arm students with language that allows 
them to challenge ideas but does not 
attack people.

4. Model positive behavior in your own 
digital and analog interactions.

5. Give students the chance to refl ect.

5 CORE 
PRINCIPLES

Strategies to Combat Fake NewsDetecting Fake NewsDefi ning Fake News
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Benjamin Franklin
Revolutionary-era purveyor of fake news

Although it’s tempting to look at fake news 
as an exclusively 21st-century phenomenon, 
doing so also allows us to lay the blame for 
the way it aff ects us as human beings at the 
foot of technology, which is both unfair and 
unwise. Technology has had a great impact on 
the speed by which fake news travels as well 
as on the expanse of its reach, but the reasons 
people concoct it, and the reasons we continue 
to believe it, remain largely unchanged. A few 
examples from history:

Strengthening 
Your Core (Principles)
Fake news aff ects our ability to empathize 
with others and to consider that points of view 
that contradict our own might also be valid. 
This attack on empathy is at the heart of what 
makes fake news so insidious and, as such, 
must also be at the heart of how we approach 
media literacy with our students.

Apply these Five Core Principles as you create 
lessons and units that are tailored to your 
individual students.

Which of the Five Core Principles are the most 
challenging for you personally? What steps 
can you take to strengthen this area? 

Our Brains Are Biased
Fake news is a byproduct of two human urges: to use information 
to infl uence the opinion of others and to have our own opinions 
proven correct by the information we consume.

The psychology behind fake news is not often a component of 
traditional approaches to media literacy. Our brains naturally 
seek out patterns in the world that support our own beliefs and 
make us feel better about ourselves. Being biased doesn’t make 
you, or anyone, a bad person or a bad educator. However, failing 
to acknowledge those biases and how they aff ect the way we 
evaluate information puts us at a disadvantage when trying to 
arm students with eff ective media literacy skills.

Exercising awareness of bias requires daily practice—for us and 
our students. There are two types of bias to watch for:

Confi rmation Bias. The idea that our brains naturally seek out 
information that confi rms what we already believe to be true.

Implicit Bias. How our existing biases and stereotypes aff ect 
our understanding and actions in an unconscious manner.

These two terms help us understand why we are so prone to 
believe some examples of false information, while dismissing 
those that confl ict with our beliefs. 

A downloadable version of the infographic is available at 
[url to come].

A team from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
shared its analysis of over 126,000 news stories tweeted by 
over three million users. The team found that on average, 
“it took the truth about six times as long as falsehood 
to reach 1,500 people.” 

MAGGIE FOX, 20182

94% of young 
people report 
having a smart 

phone.*

85% of young 
people access 

news on mobile 
devices.* 

75% of students 
can’t distinguish 

between real news 
and fake news on 

social media.**

MOBILE MEDIA LITERACY TIPS FOR 
THE NOTIFICATION GENERATION

CURATE NOTIFICATIONS CAREFULLY

• Check your settings to see which apps have 
permission to send you notifi cations.

• Make sure the apps you’ve selected are credible 
and that together they off er a variety of 
viewpoints.

CHOOSE “READER MODE” IN BROWSERS

• Some browsers off er Reader modes that eliminate 
ads and make real content easier to identify.

CLEAR BROWSER HISTORY FROM TIME TO TIME

• In your settings, select the browser app, then 
clear the history. This interrupts the “fi lter 
bubble” algorithms that use your browsing 
history to determine what information you see.

CONSIDER ALL THE SOURCES

• Just because your friend or relative shared it 
doesn’t make it credible.

• Trace information back to its original source.

SCRUTINIZE FIRST; SHARE SECOND

• Sharing is easy, but skepticism is healthy. 
Think, check, and verify before you share.

 *Pew Research Center, 2018
**Stanford University, 2016**Stanford University, 2016
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