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A journalist’s first obligation is to the 

Did he get all the way up there with no rope?
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1) What IS truth?

Last week’s Quick Quiz

1. The two elements of a photo that indicate accountability and 

verification are the Caption and the Credit.

2. Two reasons photos are such an important part of news 

coverage: They provide direct evidence, the audience is 

powerfully drawn to them, viewers believe text more if it is 

accompanied with a photo.

 Do tools exist to doctor videos like still photos?− Khalid Hussein

Why are PhotoShop illustrations even allowed? − Breanna Irizarry

 Can’t pictures of people dying and bloody images be considered 

obscene? – Joanna MacMahon

 How much time do news outlets spend on verifying images? –

Kunal Kohli

Your questions and comments … 
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After this lecture, students will be able to:

1. Define provisional truth and explain the burden on the news 

consumer that results from truth’s provisional nature.

2. Explain the process by which journalists verify facts and 

compare/contrast it with other truth-seeking enterprises such 

as science and justice.

3. Explain how the journalistic verification process breaks down.

4. Use specific events and examples  to illustrate  the types of 

evidence news consumers should insist upon, summarized in 

this phrase “Open the Freezer”

These skills relate to course outcomes 1 & 4

If you had to work…or study…

You can still earn extra credit for My 

Life As.

Watch the event on YouTube and 

answer 5 simple questions.

See your recitation

Instructor for details

EXTRA CREDIT

Glasstrailer.wmv
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“The Truth” is what really happened, or 

the way the world really is. 

The process of JUSTIFYING a truth claim with EVIDENCE is 

VERIFICATION

Partial Evidence, Different “Truths” 

When can we be satisfied

that we have enough evidence?
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Truthiness.wmv

“…the best obtainable 
version of the truth.”

Bob Woodward
at Stony Brook University

October 16, 2014

Code of Ethics Polestar #1
Seek Truth and Report It (i.e. NOW)*

“…Test the accuracy of information from 
all sources and exercise care to avoid 
inadvertent error. Deliberate distortion is 
never permissible….”
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Like scientists, journalists strive for a pragmatic truth, 
that helps explain the world and 

helps you function day-to-day

Journalism and Science
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Today’s evidence will be trumped

by tomorrow’s discoveries

Journalistic Truth is 

Provisional 

Newsday, 

Sept. 15, 2009

Newsday, Sept. 16, 2009

Newsday, Sept. 
17, 2009

Newsday, Sept. 18, 2009

The Hofstra

Rape Case
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“Think Twice”

A Silent Minute to Absorb the Material 1) What IS truth?

2) How does the verification process 

work?
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PIVOT POINT: Was It D.U.I.?

THINK ABOUT A TRAFFIC ACCIDENT…

DISCUSS (AND LIST) WHAT WOULD BE THE MOST RELIABLE 

EVIDENCE OF DRUNKEN DRIVING.

WHAT WOULD BE THE LEAST RELIABLE? (LIST THAT, TOO)
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Direct Evidence

Climber.wmv

Verification  Using Direct Evidence

2. Documents, Records “The Paper Trail” 

“Birtherism” folds in the face of documentary evidence

3. Journalist Eyewitness Account
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Ward1.wmv
GREENPOINT FIRE.MP4

Verification Using Direct Evidence

Missing From This Fire Story Is…?

4. Observer Eyewitness Accounts: 
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“White House Spokesperson Josh Earnest said…” “

Former NYC medical examiner finds “no evidence 

of struggle” between Michael Brown and officer 

who shot him
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Aviation experts, using data provided by 

government and Malaysian Airline officials, 

created predictive models of flight MH370’s

possible whereabouts.

Verification Using Indirect Evidence

 Hearsay or 2nd-Hand Witnesses 

“My daughter saw him run in 
the house and then she 

heard a woman scream. He 
must’a killed his wife.”

Verification Using Indirect Evidence

 Hearsay or 2nd-Hand Witnesses 

Indirect Evidence

 Computer models and Substitutions
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Direct Evidence:

How Journalists Pursue the Truth

Hierarchy of Evidence: Wreck Scene

• Driver of Car

• Eyewitnesses

Indirect 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
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Pulling the Evidence Together: A Case Study

1) What IS truth?

3) Why does verification sometimes 

fail?
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Why Verification Breaks Down Why Verification Breaks Down

Why Verification Breaks Down

CNN.BOSTON.FLUB.WMV

Getting Ready for the Next Boston…

Remember Truth is Provisional

And Not All Evidence Deserves Equal Weight

Onthemedia.org
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Why Verification Breaks Down

 Journalists Are Given the Wrong Information

Why Verification Breaks Down
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Always ask: 

Did the Reporter

Open the Freezer?

Journalist as eyewitness:

What if You Demand Verification?

Code of Ethics
Society of News-Literate Citizens

1. Ask: Did the Reporter Open 

the Freezer?

2. Truth is Provisional, So 

Follow The Story

SOCIETY OF 

NEWS-LITERATE 

CITIZENS

hus endeth the Lesson…


