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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
Did he get all the way up with no rope?



10/18/2013

2

A journalist’s first obligation is to the 
1) What IS truth?
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Truthiness.wmv

“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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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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Today’s evidence will be trumped

by tomorrow’s discoveries

Journalistic Truth is 

Provisional 
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Newsday, 

Sept. 15, 2009

Newsday, Sept. 16, 2009

Newsday, Sept. 
17, 2009

Newsday, Sept. 18, 2009

The Hofstra

Rape Case

1) What IS truth?

2) How does the verification process 

work?
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PIVOT POINT:

THINK ABOUT A TRAFFIC ACCIDENT…

DISCUSS (AND LIST) WHAT WOULD BE THE MOST RELIABLE 

EVIDENCE.

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

Climber.wmv

Journalistic Verification in Pursuit of The Truth

Direct Evidence: Documents/Records: 

“Birtherism” folds in the face of documentary evidence

Journalistic Verification in Pursuit of The Truth

Eyewitness Accounts: 
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Direct Evidence: Journalist Observation

Ward1.wmv

Second and Third-hand accounts:

“White House Spokesperson Jay Carney”

Police Commissioners 

Expert Reconstruction/Re-creation
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Account from an official spokesperson

Journalistic Verification in Pursuit of The Truth

Indirect Evidence from Witnesses: 

“I saw him run in the house. 
Then I heard a woman scream.
So, I guess he killed her.”

Indirect Evidence

Expert suppositions/hypotheticals
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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?

Why Verification Breaks Down
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Why Verification Breaks Down Why Verification Breaks Down

CNN.BOSTON.FLUB.WMV

Why Verification Breaks Down
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Xkcd.com/552
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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. Follow The Story

SOCIETY OF 

NEWS-LITERATE 

CITIZENS

Getting Ready for the Next Boston…

Remember Truth is Provisional

And Not All Evidence Deserves Equal Weight

Onthemedia.org
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hus endeth the Lesson…

‘What I tell you 

three times is true.’
-Lewis Carroll

What Is Truth?

‘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?
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Journalists Are Given the Wrong Information

Why Verification Breaks Down

YouGov plc is a company registered in England and Wales

YouGov BrandIndex’s “Buzz” score asks respondents, "If you've heard anything about the brand 
in the last two weeks, through advertising, news or word of mouth, was it positive or negative?" 
Results were filtered adults 18+ who have eaten at casual dining restaurants in the past month.


