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Truth and Verification 

What is Journalism‟s First 

Obligation? 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

Newsweek‟s Quran Report Leads to 17 Deaths,  
then is retracted because of faulty Information 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

Consequences of a failure to verify 

Newsweek‟s Quran Reports Leads to 17 Deaths 

Four Big Questions today: 

 1) What IS truth? 
 

2) How does the verification process 

work? 
 

3) Why does it break down? 
 

4) What kinds of evidence should a 

news consumer look for? 

Shattered Glass 
Due at lecture #9 

Screening: Thursday ,6-8pm,  

137 H arriman 

What are your biases? 

Project Implicit 
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Another Take on Cognitive Dissonance 

Truth and Verification 

What is Journalism‟s First 

Obligation? 

Truth and Verification 

Journalism‟s First Obligation 

Is to the Truth 

Four Big Questions today: 

 1) What IS truth? 
 

What Do Journalists Mean By „Truth‟? 

What Is Truth? 
 

„A lie gets halfway 

around the world before 

the truth has a chance  

to put its pants on.‟ 
Winston Churchill 

What Is Truth? 
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„Often the surest 

way to convey 

misinformation is to 

tell the strict truth.‟ 
-Mark Twain 

What Is Truth? 

„Reports of my 

death have been 

greatly 

exaggerated.” 
-Mark Twain 

What Is Truth? 

„What I tell you  

three times is true.‟ 
-Lewis Carroll 

What Is Truth? 

*“The quality of stating concepts or facts one wishes or believes 

to be true, rather than concepts or facts known to be true.” 

-The American Dialect Society 

 

What Is Truth? 

 

“Truthiness”* 
-Stephen Colbert 

 

Truthiness.wmv 

Truth and Verification 

Disinterested Pursuit of the 

Truth 
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Truth and Verification 

Disinterested Pursuit of the 

Truth 

What Do Journalists Mean By Truth? 

• Is getting the facts right the truth? 

• Is being „objective‟ the  

same thing as being truthful? 

• Is there one truth we can all agree on? 

• Is being „fair‟ the  

same thing as being truthful? 

The Truth Debate 

Video on Blackboard: See assignment folder 

Scientific Truth 

Scientific truth is a 

statement of 

probability proportional 

to the evidence. It will 

change over time as 

the evidence changes.  

Like scientists, journalists do not believe in absolute 

truth. Truth is provisional. It changes over time. 

Journalism and Science 

Like scientists, journalists strive for a pragmatic truth,  
a truth that helps explain the world and  

helps you function day-to-day 

Journalism and Science 
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Like science, journalism employs  
a system of peer review. 

Journalism and Science 

Like the scientific method, the journalistic process  
of verification relies on a system  

of sorting and testing information  

Journalism and Science 

Newsday,  

Sept. 15, 2009 

Truth is Provisional 

Newsday, Sept. 16, 2009 

Newsday, Sept. 
17, 2009 

Newsday, Sept. 18, 2009 

The Hofstra  

Rape Case 

   

Journalists Are Given the Wrong Information 

Truth is Provisional 

We Extend the Frontiers of Knowledge 

Truth is Provisional 



10/12/2011 

6 

We Extend the Frontiers of Knowledge 

Truth is Provisional Truth is Provisional 

We Extend the Frontiers of Knowledge 

Truth is Provisional What IS the Truth? 

Provisional Truth Confuses Wait…WHAT? 



10/12/2011 

7 

Journalistic truth is the best obtainable 

version of the truth on any given day.  

Journalistic Truth 

It is a continuing journey toward 

understanding . . . which begins on the first 

day of a story and builds over time.  

Follow  

the Story  

Over Time 

The Lesson for the News Consumer 

Four Big Questions today: 

 
 

2) How does the verification process 

work? 
 

 

The Journalist‟s Discipline of Verification 

Seeking Truth 

•Gather, Assess, and Weigh Evidence 

•Place Facts in The Big Picture (Context) 

 

•Explain How They Know…(and What They Don‟t Know)* 

*This is called “Transparency.” 

•As Appropriate, Adjust Balance or Fairness  

When Searching for the Truth 
Not All Evidence is Equal 

Seeking Truth 

Direct Evidence Arm‟s Length Evidence 

A Hierarchy of Evidence 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

•Photographs and Videos 

•Documents and Records 

 •Personal Observation 
•Eyewitnesses 
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Top of the Hierarchy: Photos and Video 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

You wouldn’t believe it if you didn’t see it 

 

Climber.wmv 

Top of the Hierarchy: Photos and Video 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

It’s a “He said…She said…” story until you see the pictures 

 Near Top of the Hierarchy: 

Documents/Records 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

“Birtherism” folds in the face of documentary evidence 

Personal Observation 
How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

 

 

Personal Observation 

 

TripoliHighway.wmv 
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Personal Observation 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

 

 

Innocence.wmv 

 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 
 

Eyewitnesses Provide Details, Emotion, “Color” 

 

Innocence.wmv 

 

Eyewitnesses and The Truth 
Is the Human Mind a Digital Recorder? 

Eyewitnesses 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

 

WARNING: Evidence from Arm‟s Length 
 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

 

Second and Third-hand accounts 
“White House Spokesperson Jay Carney” 

 
Police Commissioners (relaying officer info) 

 
Expert Reconstruction/Re-creation 

  
 
 
 

Evidence from Arm‟s Length 

 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

 
Police Spokespersons (relaying officer info) 
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Evidence from Arm‟s Length 

 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

 

Second and Third-hand accounts 

“C.J. Karamargin, an aide to Congresswoman 

Gabrielle Giffords…” 

 

 
 

 

Indirect Evidence 

 

  
 

 

Evidence from Arm‟s Length 

 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

 
Expert suppositions/hypotheticals 

CBS_Binladen.wmv 

Evidence from Arm‟s Length 

 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

 

 
CBS News‟ Reconstruction/Recreation of Bin Laden Raid 

 
 

 

Four Big Questions today: 

 

 

3) Why does it break down? 
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Why Verification Breaks Down 

   

Why Verification Breaks Down 

   

Why Verification Breaks Down Why Verification Breaks Down 

   

…Eight days later, Schnucks announced it was selling its 
Memphis stores to Kroger.. 

Why Verification Breaks Down 
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Quiz Time: 

   

Lesson #3 for the News Consumer 

Always ask:  

Did the 

Reporter 

Open the 

Freezer? 

Lesson #3 for the News Consumer Four Big Questions today: 

 

 

4) What kinds of evidence should a 

news consumer look for? 

    Direct Evidence: 

 

How Journalists Pursue the Truth 

Hierarchy of Evidence: Wreck Scene 

• Driver of Car 

 • Eyewitnesses 

 

Arm‟s Length 
Evidence: 

 

• Lawyer for Driver 

 

• Campus Police 

 • University Officials 

 

• Friends and   

   Relatives of Victims 

 

• Students on  
   Campus 
 

• Family of Driver 

 

• Breathalyzer Report 

 • Driving Records 

 • Accident Reports  

   for the Road 

 

Pursuing Reliable Information 

 
1) What IS truth? 

2) How does the verification 

process work? 

3) Why does it break down? 

4) What kinds of evidence should a 

news consumer look for? 
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 A Big Day: 

Two Key Lessons 


