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Preface for Instructors 

Like us, students are bombarded constantly by information on their 

phones, tablets, and other electronic devices. Helping them develop 

strategies for understanding, parsing, and assessing that information— 

that is, helping them gain digital literacy skills—is crucial. This book is 

a practical classroom guide for students so that they gain those skills 

and, even more important, so that they understand why those skills are 

useful in school and beyond. 

Why Digital Literacy? 

Digital literacy is a specific form of what was once called information 

literacy. According to the American Library Association’s Digital Lit- 

eracy Task Force, “Digital literacy is the ability to use information and 

communication technologies to find, evaluate, create, and communicate 

digital information, an ability that requires both cognitive and technical 

skills.” According to the Task Force, a digitally literate person 

* possesses the variety of skills—technical and cognitive—required 

to find, understand, evaluate, create, and communicate digital in- 

formation in a wide variety of formats; 

+ is able to use diverse technologies appropriately and effectively to 

search for and retrieve information, interpret search results, and 

judge the quality of the information retrieved; 

+ understands the relationships among technology, lifelong learning, 

personal privacy, and stewardship of information; 

+ uses these skills and the appropriate technologies to communicate 

and collaborate with peers, colleagues, family, and on occasion the 

general public; 



PREFACE FOR INSTRUCTORS 

» uses these skills to participate actively in civic society and contrib- 

ute to a vibrant, informed, and engaged community. (2) 

The goal of this guide is to help students develop their abilities to 

locate, evaluate, and use information effectively so that they become the 

digitally literate citizens described in the bulleted points above. Teach- 

ing students to conduct sound research, assess sources, and recognize 

bias has been a long-standing priority for many of us. While our com- 

mitment to this important work has not changed, the landscape has. 

Never before have students faced such a variety of source types. For this 

reason alone, a focus on digital literacy is needed. 

Another reason, however, is this: becoming digitally literate has 

implications that go far beyond school. As the final bullet point in the 

Digital Literacy Task Force’s definition asserts, a digitally literate per- 

son should “participate actively in civic society.” Thus, as we prepare our 

students for the next class or the next stage in their academic careers, 

we are also preparing them to be citizens in a democratic society that 

depends on their informed and thoughtful participation. To prioritize 

digital literacy is to prioritize teaching students how to read critically— 

how to navigate and synthesize information that is dense and prolific, 

and at times distorted (think “fake news” and “alternative facts”)—so 

that they can participate in democratic society as educated citizens. 

This book emerged in response to three contemporary threats to de- 

mocracy: the influence that emotions and personal beliefs have over ob- 

jective facts in shaping public opinion, a phenomenon that has led many 

to argue that we are living in a post-truth culture; the divisiveness in the 

United States, exacerbated by the digitally enabled echo chambers and 

filter bubbles through which we receive information; and the increased 

amount of information available to us, which has made assessing its 

trustworthiness more difficult. 

Alongside these threats is the stark reality that students, though ac- 

tive users of digital media, are not always adept at evaluating the cred- 

ibility of online sources. In their study of 7,804 responses from students 

in middle school through college in twelve states, the Stanford History 
Education Group sought to gauge students’ capacity for “civic online rea- 
soning.” The researchers summarize the goals of the study: 
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[W]e sought to establish a reasonable bar, a level of performance we 
hoped was within reach of most middle school, high school, and col- 

lege students. For example, we would hope that middle school stu- 

dents could distinguish an ad from a news story. By high school, we 

would hope that students reading about gun laws would notice that 
a chart came from a gun owners’ political action committee. And, 

in 2016, we would hope college students, who spend hours each day 

online, would look beyond a .org URL and ask who's behind a site 

that presents only one side of a contentious issue. (Wineburg et al. 4) 

The researchers observe that, “In every case and at every level, we were 

taken aback by students’ lack of preparation,” concluding that “democ- 

racy is threatened by the ease at which disinformation about civic issues 

is allowed to spread and flourish” (4, 5). 

The term disinformation is crucial here because it reminds us that 

access to information is insufficient to sustain a democracy. Citizens in 

information-rich democracies must be able to understand and assess the 

information that vies for their attention. They must also be capable of 

engaging with a range of viewpoints on subjects, including those that are 

different from their own. The digital landscape, however, now encour- 

ages an excessive personalization that creates sealed-off social worlds. 

This undermines the dialogue on which democracy depends. 

For students to develop competency as researchers in academic set- 

tings and as citizens outside those settings, they need more than digi- 

tal literacy skills: they also need to understand why those skills are im- 

portant. Whereas other guides and resources focus almost exclusively 

on strategies for online searches, this guide teaches students why such 

strategies are necessary, what’s at stake if they don’t learn about and 

take seriously the responsibilities of democratic citizenship, and what 

they can do to empower themselves in online environments. 

The challenges of educating students in an information-rich digital 

culture have spawned a range of strategies, most notably various check- 

lists (e.g., CRAAP, CARS, ACCORD) for determining the credibility of 

sources. I have encouraged students to use these checklists in my own 

research-based writing courses. To be frank, they haven't always worked. 

I have been left to fill in the gaps they create and to teach students why 
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and when to ignore the results of such checklists, which are not consis- 

tently accurate in the appraisal of sources. Checklists may seem like an 

efficient approach to judging the credibility of sources, but they simply 

cannot manage the complexity of the digital landscape. While no effort 

to teach human judgment is flawless, this guide offers a more nuanced 

and comprehensive approach to evaluating digital sources. 

Whether we embrace or reject the kinds of checklists mentioned 

above, the ubiquity of information makes developing techniques to 

manage it essential. This need has changed both our curricula and our 

role as instructors. As Richard E. Miller notes, the teacher’s role is no 

longer “to play the part of the master of content; it is to be the master of 

resourcefulness. . . . [T]he teacher models how to think in the face of an 

endless torrent of information” (155). This guide will support you as you 

model for students how to think critically and navigate an information- 

rich landscape. 

Features of This Guide 

The MLA Guide to Digital Literacy is designed with flexibility in mind. 

It can be taught from beginning to end, or individual chapters can be 

selected to meet specific curricular needs. The guide includes the fol- 

lowing resources: 

- Hands-on, structured activities. These appear at the end of each 

chapter to test students’ comprehension of the material presented, 

to encourage their response to that material, and to prompt them to 

practice the strategies essential to becoming digitally literate. These 

activities may be completed during class time or sent home with stu- 
dents as homework. 

- Readings and associated writing prompts. Located at the end of 
chapters 2 and 7, these support the specific concepts covered in the 
chapter and give students an opportunity to explore key ideas that 
inform this guide. 

- Three sample lesson plans. These appear in the appendix for in- 
structors. Each lesson plan opens with an informal, reflective writ- 
ing assignment and includes three activities. These activities can be 
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taught in the sequence presented in the lesson plan or pulled out 

individually and used as stand-alone prompts. 

The Crucial Role of Librarians 

As you use this guide, please keep in mind that your campus or school 

librarian can be an invaluable source of support for you and your stu- 

dents in their quest to become digitally literate. Librarians have been 

pioneers in the teaching of information and digital literacy skills to stu- 

dents (and the public) and can point you to further resources to support 

your endeavor. 
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What Is Digital Literacy? 

Digital literacy is partly about knowing how to conduct online searches 

and get accurate answers to questions. We do this every day. An example: 

you're sitting in a movie theater and one of the actors in the film looks 

familiar, but you can’t remember what else you've seen her in. What do 

you do? You search for the actor’s name during the credits, then google it 

(ideally, once you leave the theater). In a few seconds, you have your an- 

swer. Another example: you and friends are sitting around arguing over 

which soda was invented first—Coca-Cola or Pepsi. After a quick Google 

search, once again, you have your answer. 

But what if you're not asking a question with a clear wrong or right an- 

swer? Let’s say you google the question, “What are the healthiest foods?” 

You will find that the results show no cut-and-dried answer. There are 

many answers, some of which contradict one another. In this case, you 

are looking for information that has been interpreted, and your job is to 

evaluate it. So another aspect of digital literacy is knowing how to assess 

information that has been processed, interpreted, or organized. 

Maybe you have some strategies to call upon in this situation: you 

might recall a teacher telling you that .org Web sites are more trustwor- 

thy than .com sites. Maybe you learned how to spot Internet hoaxes or 

use a checklist to determine a site’s credibility—like the test with the 

nifty acronym CRAAP (see Blakeslee): 

Currency (timeliness) 

Relevance (importance of the information to your project) 
Authority (qualifications of the source) 

Accuracy (reliability of the content) 

Purpose (reason the information exists) 



CHAPTER 1 

These tools can help. Unfortunately, they are not enough. If you are go- 

ing to conduct sound research within your academic courses and have 

informed interactions beyond the classroom—whether viewing or mak- 

ing online content like videos, tweets, and Instagram posts—you need 

additional tools. 

According to the American Library Association’s Digital Literacy 

Task Force, you need to be able to use technology to locate, make judg- 

ments about, and produce information, and you need to be able to tell 

others about the information you find. You also need to know how—and 

when—to protect your privacy and the privacy of others (see Digital Lit- 

eracy Task Force). 

There was a time when experts, editors, and fact-checkers were pri- 

marily responsible for assessing the credibility of information. But now 

that there is so much information online and anyone can publish any- 

thing on the Web, the responsibility has shifted to everyday citizens to 

assess information and to develop tools for doing so. As the American 

Library Association points out: “The uncertain quality and expanding 

quantity of information pose large challenges for society. The sheer 

abundance of information will not in itself create a more informed citi- 

zenry without a complementary cluster of abilities necessary to use in- 

formation effectively” (“Information Literacy Competency Standards”). 

In other words, simply having more information at our fingertips does 

not mean that we automatically become more informed. We must de- 

velop our abilities to use this information. This guide will help you be- 

come digitally literate in the ways described by the American Library 

Association. This guide will not tell you what to think or what to believe, 

but it will prepare you to take on the added responsibilities associated 

with living in an information-saturated culture. 

Principles That Inform This Guide 

The eight principles that inform this guide are designed to orient you to 
your rights and responsibilities as a consumer of digital information and 
to help you exercise caution and good judgment as you learn to assess 
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the available web of resources. These principles conceive digital literacy 
in a broad sense: while digital literacy is a set of skills that will serve 
you well as you progress through school, it is also more than that. De- 

mocracies depend on citizens to be educated and informed. Being digi- 

tally literate in an information-rich culture is part of being educated. 

These principles, then, should inform not only how you conduct online 

research for your classes but also how you imagine your role in helping 
sustain a healthy democracy. 

Digital literacy is a human right. 

You may not think of literacy as one of your rights as a human being, 

but the United Nations does. Its UNESCO agency maintains that literacy 

is a “basic human right” that “empowers people in all walks of life to 

seek, evaluate, use and create information effectively to achieve their 

personal, social, occupational and educational goals.” UNESCO’s Web 

site explains further: 

Information literacy enables people to interpret and make informed 

judgments as users of information sources, as well as to become pro- 

ducers of information in their own right. Information literate people 

are able to access information about their health, their environment, 

their education and work, empowering them to make critical deci- 

sions about their lives, e.g. in taking more responsibility for their 

own health and education. (“Information Literacy”) 

So what does this mean for you? This means that being digitally liter- 

ate will help you make critical decisions about all aspects of your life, 

from which sources to include in your research paper to which car insur- 

ance plan will work best for you to how much exercise you need to stay 

healthy. 

Being digitally literate is a responsibility. 

While you have certain human rights, including the right to literacy as 

described above, you also have certain responsibilities when you live ina 

democracy. As Abraham Lincoln so eloquently stated in the Gettysburg 
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Address, democracies are “of the people, by the people, and for the peo- 

ple.” To function, democracies depend on their citizens—to run for po- 

litical office and to elect fellow citizens to office. Being well-informed, 

whether as an elected official or a voter, means discerning the difference 

between information that is credible and information that isn’t credible 

so we can collectively make the best decisions for our democracy. Ab- 

sent, incomplete, or incorrect information—especially if it is intention- 

ally misleading—threatens that decision-making process and democ- 

racy itself. Simply put, information is the lifeblood of democracy. Since 

one of the primary arenas where we receive and produce information 

today is online, this guide will help you fulfill your responsibilities as a 

citizen living in a democratic society. 

Neither the media nor social media is the enemy. 

It’s not difficult to find articles and op-eds (opinion-based writing) that 

blame digital platforms, including social media sites, for perpetuating 

the circulation of Internet hoaxes, unverified videos, and fake news or 

for intentionally posting misleading or factually incorrect information. 

This is because a debate remains unsettled: Are digital platform publish- 

ers responsible for vetting and verifying the content they make avail- 

able—or are they free of such worry, merely a space for anyone to make 

available any legal content? The answer to this question is important. 

The spread of false information not only has real-life consequences for 

people (more on this below) but also undercuts legitimate news sources 

by making people skeptical of everything. For example, in a 2016 Gallup 

poll only thirty-two percent of respondents indicated that they trusted 

the press to “report the news fully, accurately and fairly” (Swift). This 

percentage marks the lowest level of mistrust of the media in Gallup 

polling history. And this mistrust is dangerous. When skepticism is 

taken too far, we lose our drive and ultimately our ability to see the dif- 

ferences between what’s credible and what isn’t. Why? Because every- 

thing we encounter becomes suspicious to us. 

Digital platforms play a role in spreading disinformation. But the 
source of the information and anyone lending it credibility by sharing or 
reinforcing its message play a role too. Instead of being suspicious of the 
information we encounter, we should be prepared to assess it. Only then 
can we make informed decisions about its validity and uses. 

10 
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The World Wide Web is a web 

and is best used as such. 

The central chapters in this guide will teach you how to navigate and 
evaluate online sources by reminding you of the original conception 

behind the Internet as we know it: a web—that is, a network or series 

of connected elements. In the case of a spider web, these elements are 

silken thread. In the case of the World Wide Web, these elements are 

all the pieces of information the platform makes available and visible 

to you, mainly in the form of Web sites. This guide will help you be- 

come digitally literate by teaching you to read laterally (across the Web 

from element to element) rather than vertically (down a single source) 

to determine the credibility of sources quickly and confidently. (This 

method, developed by the educators Sam Wineburg and Sarah McGrew, 

is described in chapter 6.) 

The World Wide Web presents 
a series of ongoing conversations. 

Think of the Web as a series of interconnected conversations. Describing 

academic writing, the philosopher Kenneth Burke uses the metaphor of 

a parlor (or living room) where conversation is taking place. His meta- 

phor describes how this book imagines the Web. Burke writes: 

Imagine that you enter a parlor. You come late. When you arrive, 

others have long preceded you, and they are engaged in a heated 

discussion, a discussion too heated for them to pause and tell you 

exactly what it is about. In fact, the discussion had already begun 

long before any of them got there, so that no one present is quali- 

fied to retrace for you all the steps that had gone before. You listen 

for a while, until you decide that you have caught the tenor of the 

argument; then you put in your oar. Someone answers; you answer 

him; another comes to your defense; another aligns himself against 

you, to either the embarrassment or gratification of your opponent, 

depending upon the quality of your ally’s assistance. However, the 

discussion is interminable. The hour grows late, you must depart. 

And you do depart, with the discussion still vigorously in progress. 

(110-11) 

11 
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When you are conducting searches and then deciding which sources 

to use in your projects, thinking about the Web as a link to these con- 

versations reminds you to “listen for a while” to what others have said 

about the subject until you “[catch] the tenor of the argument.” Only 

then should you “put in your oar,” or enter the conversation—whether 

by responding to it directly, explaining it to others, forming an opinion 

about it, or some other way. 

Unlike people in a live conversation, the Web sites you encounter may 

not always directly refer to the other voices in the conversation (although 
some do, by citing or linking to a source). Still, all the Web sites contrib- 

ute in some way to the ongoing conversation about a given subject. For 

example, a quick Google search for the term “health care” yields 7.3 billion 

results. Each of those sites, and the Web pages that compose them, ad- 

dresses health care in some way. They are all part of the ongoing conversa- 

tion about health care. Some sites talk about different health-care plans; 

others talk about health care in general, both in America and internation- 

ally; and yet others discuss how individuals can manage their health by 

changing their lifestyles. The point is that all these sites are contributing 

to a vast conversation. And it is up to you to make the connections. 

If you think about the World Wide Web as containing a series of 

ongoing conversations in which different perspectives on a subject are 

linked to each other via a weblike structure, then you will be prepared 

to take on the work of reading laterally, which will help you assess the 

credibility of the information and sources you encounter. 

Digital literacy is about more than 
conducting online searches skillfully. 

Conducting online searches capably is an important aspect of digital lit- 

eracy, but being digitally literate involves much more. Digital literacy is 
about having the tools to 

* verify images, Web sites, and the owners of social media accounts; 

* locate defunct Web sites; 

¢ fact-check Web sites; 

* use and respond to the information you find online in your own 
communication and writing. 
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WHAT IS DIGITAL LITERACY? 

In other words, digital literacy involves your ability not only to find 
information but also to read, evaluate, synthesize, understand, respond 

to, and use that information. Why is this important? As the conclusion 
of one major research study about students’ struggle with information 

credibility puts it: “democracy is threatened by the ease at which disin- 

formation about civic issues is allowed to spread and flourish” (Wine- 

burg et al. 5). 

Digital literacy is essential 
in and beyond school. 

Digital literacy is not something you achieve. It’s something that helps 

you achieve other things. Being digitally literate allows you to engage 

in dialogue with other people: writers whose work you are citing in a 

research paper for class or a boss whom you need to persuade to give you 

a plum new assignment that will advance your career. One’s daily exis- 

tence relies on digital literacy since so much—including securing insur- 

ance, applying for jobs, and even dating—happens online and in a vast 

global network. If you are able not only to find information but also to 

think about, assess, and use it effectively, then you are better prepared 

for success. 

Digital literacy can stop the circulation 
of misinformation and disinformation. 

The terms misinformation and disinformation sound as if they might 

mean the same thing, and their definitions are similar. Both terms de- 

scribe factually incorrect information. The difference between the two 

is intent. Disinformation involves maliciously spreading wrong infor- 

mation. Misinformation is incorrect information, but it is not spread 

with malicious intent. For example, you may have been misinformed 

about the specials at a restaurant, but it is doubtful that the waiter 

spread incorrect information on purpose. That waiter was, perhaps, mis- 

informed and now you are misinformed. 

In some cases it is difficult to differentiate between misinforma- 

tion and disinformation, but becoming digitally literate will help you 

assess your sources as well as their intentions. Take, for example, what 

has come to be known as Pizzagate. In the fall of 2016, the personal 
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e-mail account belonging to John Podesta, Hillary Clinton’s presidential 

campaign manager, was hacked. As a result, e-mails were publicized by 

WikiLeaks, an organization that releases classified and other restricted 
documents. A group of people began to circulate the idea on social me- 

dia, on Web sites and other media outlets, that the e-mails were actually 

coded messages describing human trafficking occurring in restaurants, 

including the Comet Ping Pong restaurant in Washington, DC. On 4 De- 

cember, the twenty-eight-year-old Edgar Maddison Welch came from 

North Carolina to the restaurant, into which he fired three gunshots. 

Upon his arrest, he told police that he was there to self-investigate the 

restaurant, which he had heard was involved in child sex trafficking. 

There was no truth to the story. If those who came across the informa- 

tion had the tools to recognize that it lacked credibility, then the story 

may not have spread as quickly and gained such momentum. Moreover, 

had Welch himself had the tools to recognize the story’s lack of credibil- 

ity, then he might not have traveled from North Carolina to Washing- 

ton, DC, in an act of vigilante justice. 

How This Guide Is Organized 

Each chapter of this guide breaks down key concepts and ends with a 

set of activities that help you practice the skills and strategies covered 

in it. Your instructor may assign these activities as part of your in-class 

work, or they may be given to you as homework assignments. Readings 

appear at the end of chapters 2 and 7 to support your understanding of 

the concepts covered in those chapters. These readings are accompanied 

by questions so you can delve deeper into different perspectives on the 

issues surrounding digital literacy. 
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Understanding 

Filters and Algorithms, Bots, 

and Visual Manipulation 

This chapter will help you understand how filters, algorithms, bots, and 

photo and video manipulation programs work so that you can be a more 

informed online user. 

Filters and Algorithms 

You are probably familiar with the concept of a filter. A filter removes 

stuff that is unwanted: water filters remove the impurities from our 

water, and coffee filters keep grounds out of our coffee. Similarly, online 

filters are mechanisms that remove, block, or separate out certain ele- 

ments. We regularly use filters online. For example, if you are shopping 

for shoes in a particular color and size, you may set up filters on a Web 

site so you can browse only the shoes in that color and size. Filters ac- 

complish this through the algorithms that tell computers what to leave 

in and what to take out. 

An algorithm is a mathematical instruction that tells computers 

how to perform tasks. Algorithms provide the mechanism by which 

search engines, social media platforms, and other outlets determine 

what individual users see online. Although Google has never released 

its patented algorithm, which it constantly updates, we do know that 

Google searches the Web for the keywords that individuals enter on its 

home page and then ranks what it finds, offering users what it deems 

to be the most relevant sources first. Google is undeniably a crucial re- 

source for all kinds of searches because it limits a seemingly limitless 
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amount of information. Although the very existence of search engines 

like Google might suggest that becoming digitally literate is unnecessary, 

since search engines do the work for you, the reality is that search en- 

gines—no matter how advanced their algorithms—will never be able to 

fully replace human judgment. 

We do not always know when and how algorithms are applied. Search 

engines silently apply algorithms to determine which results you get, 

and individual Web sites use them to surface news stories, photographs, 

and information likely to be of interest to you. Social media platforms 

like Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and Snapchat, as well as a range of other 

sites including retail Web sites like Amazon and news aggregators like 

Reddit, use filters to keep visitors engaged with their content, including 

paid advertisements. Filters use your previous engagement with con- 

tent—what you have read and what you have shared with others—to 

surface similar information and products. If, for example, you search for 

your favorite musician, you are likely to be bombarded with advertise- 

ments for that musician (like reviews of the musician’s latest album or 

links to buy tickets to the musician’s concert). Similarly, if you recently 

conducted a Google search for swimsuits, you may notice a proliferation 

of swimsuit advertisements on your screen afterward. These examples 

demonstrate an algorithmic filter at work. 

One problem is that the information selected by the algorithm can 

turn up opinions the user already agrees with. As the researcher and 

educator Tarleton Gillespie notes, social media platforms “don’t just 

circulate our images and posts, they also algorithmically promote some 

over others. Platforms pick and choose” (1). So an algorithm might be 

programmed to select what may be liked or shared, since social media 

platforms depend on posts that are “designed to go viral by use of click- 

bait titles and hyperbolic claims,” explains Jacob W. Craig, an assistant 

professor of English who studies how writing is affected by technologies. 
The result is the “prioritization of desirable information over accurate 
information” (35). In other words, users view only the news stories, im- 

ages, and videos that the algorithm has determined they want to see, 
they already agree with, or they will “like” or share based on their pre- 
vious reactions—even if the information in the posts is not credible. 
What's more, users are largely unaware of this invisible prioritization 
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carried out by algorithms: a 2013 study found that “less than 25% of 
regular Facebook users are aware that their feeds are curated or filtered, 
and even less know how to affect that process” (Hamilton et al. 6). A 
2018 study conducted by Pew Research Center found that “notable 
shares of Facebook users ages 18 and older lack a clear understanding of 

how the site’s news feed operates, feel ordinary users have little control 

over what appears there, and have not actively tried to influence the con- 

tent the feed delivers to them.” More specifically, “When asked whether 

they understand why certain posts but not others are included in their 

news feed, around half of U.S. adults who use Facebook (53%) say they 

do not—with 20% saying they do not understand the feed at all well” 
(Smith). 

Sites don’t just promote some content over other content—social 

media platforms have even purposely buried certain news stories. 

Zeynep Tufekci, an expert on the social influence of technology, ana- 

lyzed Facebook’s News Feed in 2014 and found that 

[the News Feed] algorithm largely buried news of protests over the 

killing of [eighteen-year-old African American] Michael Brown by a 

police officer in Ferguson, Mo., probably because the story was cer- 

tainly not “like”-able and even hard to comment on. Without likes 

or comments, the algorithm showed Ferguson posts to fewer people, 

generating even fewer likes in a spiral of algorithmic silence. The 

story seemed to break through only after many people expressed 

outrage on the algorithmically unfiltered Twitter platform, finally 

forcing the news to national prominence. 

The algorithm that filtered this news out of Facebook users’ News Feeds, 

in other words, was invisible to users. 

In 2018, Facebook drew attention to its News Feed feature by an- 

nouncing that it would show “more posts from friends and family and 

updates that spark conversation” and “show less public content, includ- 

ing videos and other posts from publishers or businesses” (Mosseri). 

Prioritizing posts from users’ friends and family means that advertise- 

ments and content from media organizations are filtered out, but it does 

nothing to allow credible information to be easily discovered. 
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Filters became an especially hot topic around the 2016 presidential 

election in the United States because they had the potential to affect 

how Americans voted. Arvind Raichur, CEO of an Internet marketing 

company, explains how this filtering worked: “When it came to the 2016 

election season, this meant giving consumers mostly content from view- 

points that they agreed with and filtering out opposing or critical con- 

tent because the algorithm assumed that it wasn’t what people wanted 

to see.” He explains further: “Hillary Clinton supporters believed Clin- 

ton was winning the election, with no competition, because all the news 

they saw negated or ignored any valid criticisms. Donald Trump support- 

ers believed their candidate was going to take the presidency because all 

the news and articles they saw in their feeds told them as such—with no 

regard for critique or flaws.” The problem, of course, is that these filters 

created a false reality for users. 

This false reality has been called a filter bubble, a term coined in 

2011 to describe how algorithms expose groups of people only to ideas 

they already agree with and keep them away from ideas they disagree 

with (Pariser). Filters encourage us to remain isolated from perspectives 

other than the one presented by the algorithm and limit our ability to 

make fully informed decisions. By confirming preexisting beliefs, fil- 

ters foreclose our opportunity to engage and understand others’ view- 

points. And because the algorithms instructing filters how to work are 

both invisible and created by human beings, they also are shaped by bias 

(Noble). 

So what can you do? Remember that algorithms are behind what 

you see online and seek to better understand them. Although only time 

will tell whether the government will regulate the use of algorithms and 

require disclosure about how they work, for now some individual com- 

panies voluntarily explain their algorithms: Instagram, for example, re- 

cently announced the six key factors that contribute to what each user 

sees (for more on this, see chapter 10). You can also actively seek out 

multiple news and information outlets, including those that do not al- 
ways share your values and views. This will help lessen the effects of bias 
inherent in your social media feeds and give you a more comprehensive 
view of the ideas and issues you encounter—empowering you instead of 
empowering an algorithm. 
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Bots 

According to Techopedia, a bot, which is short for Internet robot, “is 
software that performs an automated task over the Internet. More spe- 
cifically, a bot is an automated application used to perform simple and 
repetitive tasks that would be time-consuming, mundane or impossi- 
ble for a human to perform. Bots can be used for productive tasks, but 

they are also frequently used for malicious purposes” (“Internet Bot”). 

Merriam-Webster also notes that a bot is “a computer program .. . de- 

signed to mimic the actions of a person” (“Bot” entry 2, def. 3). 

Bots pose a challenge because they disguise themselves as human 

beings in the comments section of articles and as account holders on 

Twitter and other social media platforms. They can even spread unveri- 

fied information. 

In fact, Rami Essaid, cofounder and chairman of a bot-detection 

company, notes that “malicious bots account for nearly 20% of all Inter- 

net traffic.” He explains that bots have engaged in piracy and spam- 

ming, caused Web sites to go offline, falsified advertising metrics, and 

even meddled in elections, proving “that the bot epidemic is even more 

severe than most people realized.” 

The United States Congress has reprimanded some social media 

platforms and Google for allegedly allowing bots to interfere with their 

platforms, particularly during the 2016 presidential election, but “social 

media companies—just like online publishers—have a vested interest 

in letting bots exist on their platforms because monthly active users are 

one of their main measurements of success. Accounts, human or not, 

are accounts” (Essaid). Because social media companies and publishers 

benefit from bots and because “bot promulgators are anonymous and it’s 

difficult to legislate against those you can’t identify” (Essaid), what will 

happen to bots in the future is anyone’s guess. 

Because bots depend on invisibility, recognizing them is not easy. 

Still, paying attention to the activity in an account and the content of 

that activity can help you determine whether you are dealing with a hu- 

man or a bot. The number of posts from the account is the clearest in- 

dicator of whether you have encountered a bot. More than fifty posts or 

seventy-two tweets a day is considered suspicious by the Oxford Internet 
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Institute’s Computational Propaganda and Digital Forensic Research 

Lab, which has also determined that more than 144 tweets per day is 

“highly suspicious” (@DFRlab). Since it is unlikely that a human being 

would post this frequently, the behavior is suggestive of an automated 

program. The content of posts is important too. Bots often retweet or 

quote headlines word for word in their messages and rarely include origi- 

nal content. Looking at a Twitter account holder's history of tweets to see 

if the account consistently retweets and quotes headlines can provide 

insight into whether the account might belong to a bot. 

Visual Manipulation 

So far this chapter has focused generally on information and how it 

can be fabricated, manipulated, automated, and filtered. Visual forms 

of information, however, such as photographs and videos, pose specific 

challenges because “we are trained to trust visuals, and so we don’t need 

to use the same brain power, or we don’t think we do, to read an im- 

age” (Wardle, “Stop”). In other words, we too readily take what we see at 

face value. 

Another challenge is that we rely heavily on visual information. Ac- 

cording to the technology-focused journalist Farhad Manjoo, in 2017 

YouTube reported that people watched a billion hours of content on its 

service every day. Manjoo notes that young Americans, on average, 

“spend two hours a day watching video online” and that “more than 

800 million people use Instagram, for more than 30 minutes a day on 

average.” 

Our extensive experience viewing content online does not, however, 

necessarily mean that we possess the knowledge to detect visual manip- 

ulation. Claire Wardle, the founder of the site First Draft and an expert 

on social media and information verification, notes that visual informa- 

tion like memes “have become the most powerful vehicles of disinfor- 
mation” (“Stop”). While most people are familiar with visual editing pro- 
grams like Photoshop, such programs are becoming more sophisticated, 
making it difficult for even the savviest of users to detect manipula- 
tion. A recent study confirms this: only sixty percent of the time could 

20 



FILTERS AND ALGORITHMS, BOTS, VISUAL MANIPULATION 

viewers detect a fake image of a real-world scene and in only forty-five 

percent of those instances could those viewers describe precisely what 

was wrong with the image (Nightingale et al.). As you can imagine, there 

can be significant consequences if people trust, and rely heavily on, the 

visual information they see yet don’t recognize it has been manipulated. 

You may think that you are savvier than the participants in the 

study discussed above, but one study of more than seven thousand re- 

sponses from middle school, high school, and college students about on- 

line information and images indicated that students, too, have trouble 

determining the credibility of photographs. In the study, high school 

students were shown a photograph (fig. 2.1) that was captioned as fol- 

lows: “Fukushima Nuclear Flowers: Not much more to say, this is what 

happens when flowers get nuclear birth defects.” The high school stu- 

dents who participated in the study “were captivated by the photograph” 

Fig. 2.1. Manipulated photograph shown to high school students during a 

study conducted by the Stanford History Education Group 
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of the misshapen flowers growing near a power plant; the researchers 

explain that these students “relied on [only the photo] to evaluate the 

trustworthiness of the post, ignoring key details, such as the source 

(none was named) of the photo. . . . Forty-percent of students argued 

that the post provided strong evidence because it presented pictorial 

evidence about conditions near the power plant” (17). Researchers were 

looking for students to challenge the photograph’s status as evidence by 

questioning its missing source or its lack of accompanying information 

about the person who posted it, such as that person’s credentials. Stu- 

dents might have also noted that the post does not offer proof that the 

photograph was taken near a power plant or that radiation caused the 

daisies to become deformed (“Evaluating Evidence”). The photograph, 

as you've likely guessed by now, was manipulated, and students as tech- 

savvy as you did not pose any questions that challenged the credibility 

of the post. 

In addition to manipulating photographs, software that manipu- 

lates video footage is becoming more sophisticated and less expensive. 

Fancy studios and software programs are no longer necessary to make 

videos, including deepfake videos or deepfakes, for short. Everyday peo- 

ple in their homes are creating professional-looking videos that some- 

times manipulate footage to create products that are altogether new 

but often misleading. Researchers are also seeing how far they can take 

video-manipulation software. At Stanford University, for example, re- 

searchers have developed Face2Face. As the technology reporter Olivia 

Solon explains, this product can “manipulate video footage of public 

figures to allow a second person to put words in their mouth—in real 

time” and combine “voice-morphing technology . . . with face-morphing 

technology to create convincing fake statements by public figures.” Such 

technology thus has the potential to misrepresent people and their 

views without their knowledge. Because technology like Face2Face is still 

emerging, it is unclear how you can recognize that someone’s voice has 
been manipulated. Still, comparing what the person is saying to what 
you have known the person to say elsewhere on reliable sites may help 
you begin to judge the credibility of the visual before you. 
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aa READ ABOUT IT 

In this chapter you read about filters and algorithms. With that section 
in mind, now read Cass R. Sunstein’s “The Polarization of Extremes” and 

answer the questions following the selection. 

Cass R, Sunstein is a legal scholar, law professor, and writer. He has taught at the Uni- 

versity of Chicago and Harvard University. He also served as head of the White House's 

Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs from 2009 to 2012. In this piece, which 

originally appeared in The Chronicle of Higher Education, Sunstein considers the con- 

sequences of sealed-off social worlds, often called echo chambers and filter bubbles, that 

digital culture encourages and perpetuates. 

The Polarization of Extremes 

Cass R. Sunstein 

In 1995 the technology specialist Nicholas Negroponte predicted the 

emergence of “the Daily Me’—a newspaper that you design person- 

ally, with each component carefully screened and chosen in advance. 

For many of us, Negroponte's prediction is coming true. As a result of 

the Internet, personalization is everywhere. If you want to read essays 

arguing that climate change is a fraud and a hoax, or that the American 

economy is about to collapse, the technology is available to allow you 

to do exactly that. If you are bored and upset by the topic of genocide, 

or by recent events in Iraq or Pakistan, you can avoid those subjects 

entirely. With just a few clicks, you can find dozens of Web sites that 

show you are quite right to like what you already like and think what you 

already think. 

Actually you don't even need to create a Daily Me. With the Internet, 

it is increasingly easy for others to create one for you. If people know a 

little bit about you, they can discover, and tell you, what “people like you” 

tend to like—and they can create a Daily Me, just for you, in a matter 

of seconds. If your reading habits suggest that you believe that climate 

change is a fraud, the process of “collaborative filtering” can be used to 

find a lot of other material that you are inclined to like. Every year filtering 

and niche marketing become more sophisticated and refined. Studies 
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show that on Amazon, many purchasers can be divided into “red-state 

camps” and “‘blue-state camps,” and those who are in one or another 

camp receive suitable recommendations, ensuring that people will have 

plenty of materials that cater to, and support, their predilections. 

Of course self-sorting is nothing new. Long before the Internet, news- 

papers and magazines could often be defined in political terms, and 

many people would flock to those offering congenial points of view. But 

there is a big difference between a daily newspaper and a Daily Me, and 

the difference lies in a dramatic increase in the power to fence in and to 

fence out. Even if they have some kind of political identification, general- 

interest newspapers and magazines include materials that would not be 

included in any particular Daily Me; they expose people to topics and 

points of view that they do not choose in advance. But as a result of the 

Internet, we live increasingly in an era of enclaves and niches—much of it 

voluntary, much of it produced by those who think they know, and often 

do know, what we're likely to like. This raises some obvious questions. 

If people are sorted into enclaves and niches, what will happen to their 

views? What are the eventual effects on democracy? 

To answer these questions, let us put the Internet to one side for a 

moment and explore an experiment conducted in Colorado in 2005, 

designed to cast light on the consequences of self-sorting. About 

60 Americans were brought together and assembled into a number of 

groups, each consisting of five or six people. Members of each group 

were asked to deliberate on three of the most controversial issues of 

the day: Should states allow same-sex couples to enter into civil unions? 

Should employers engage in affirmative action by giving a preference 

to members of traditionally disadvantaged groups? Should the United 

States sign an international treaty to combat global warming? 

As the experiment was designed, the groups consisted of “liberal” and 

“conservative” enclaves—the former from Boulder, the latter from Colo- 

rado Springs. It is widely known that Boulder tends to be liberal, and Col- 

orado Springs tends to be conservative. Participants were screened to 

ensure that they generally conformed to those stereotypes. People were 

asked to state their opinions anonymously both before and after 15 min- 
utes of group discussion. What was the effect of that discussion? 

In almost every case, people held more-extreme positions after 
they spoke with like-minded others. Discussion made civil unions more 
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popular among liberals and less popular among conservatives. Liberals 
favored an international treaty to control global warming before dis- 
cussion; they favored it far more strongly after discussion. Conserva- 
tives were neutral on that treaty before discussion, but they strongly 

opposed it after discussion. Liberals, mildly favorable toward affirmative 

action before discussion, became strongly favorable toward affirmative 

action after discussion. Firmly negative about affirmative action before 

discussion, conservatives became fiercely negative about affirmative 

action after discussion. 

The creation of enclaves of like-minded people had a second effect: 

It made both liberal groups and conservative groups significantly more 

homogeneous—and thus squelched diversity. Before people started to 

talk, many groups displayed a fair amount of internal disagreement on 

the three issues. The disagreements were greatly reduced as a result 

of a mere |5-minute discussion. In their anonymous statements, group 

members showed far more consensus after discussion than before. The 

discussion greatly widened the rift between liberals and conservatives 

on all three issues. 

The Internet makes it exceedingly easy for people to replicate the 

Colorado experiment online, whether or not that is what they are trying 

to do, Those who think that affirmative action is a good idea can, and 

often do, read reams of material that support their view; they can, and 

often do, exclude any and all material that argues the other way. Those 

who dislike carbon taxes can find plenty of arguments to that effect. 

Many liberals jump from one liberal blog to another, and many conser- 

vatives restrict their reading to points of view that they find congenial. 

In short, those who want to find support for what they already think, 

and to insulate themselves from disturbing topics and contrary points 

of view, can do that far more easily than they can if they skim through a 

decent newspaper or weekly newsmagazine. 

A key consequence of this kind of self-sorting is what we might call 

enclave extremism. When people end up in enclaves of like-minded peo- 

ple, they usually move toward a more extreme point in the direction to 

which the group's members were originally inclined. Enclave extremism 

is a special case of the broader phenomenon of group polarization, which 

extends well beyond politics and occurs as groups adopt a more extreme 

version of whatever view is antecedently favored by their members. 
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Why do enclaves, on the Internet and elsewhere, produce political 

polarization? The first explanation emphasizes the role of information. 

Suppose that people who tend to oppose nuclear power are exposed 

to the views of those who agree with them. It stands to reason that such 

people will find a disproportionately large number of arguments against 

nuclear power—and a disproportionately small number of arguments in 

favor of nuclear power. If people are paying attention to one another, the 

exchange of information should move people further in opposition to 

nuclear power. This very process was specifically observed in the Colo- 

rado experiment, and in our increasingly enclaved world, it is happening 

every minute of every day. 

The second explanation, involving social comparison, begins with the 

reasonable suggestion that people want to be perceived favorably by 

other group members. Once they hear what others believe, they often 

adjust their positions in the direction of the dominant position. Suppose, 

for example, that people in an Internet discussion group tend to be 

sharply opposed to the idea of civil unions for same-sex couples, and that 

they also want to seem to be sharply opposed to such unions. If they are 

speaking with people who are also sharply opposed to these things, they 

are likely to shift in the direction of even sharper opposition as a result 

of learning what others think. 

The final explanation is the most subtle, and probably the most 

important. The starting point here is that on many issues, most of us are 

really not sure what we think. Our lack of certainty inclines us toward the 

middle. Outside of enclaves, moderation is the usual path. Now imagine 

that people find themselves in enclaves in which they exclusively hear 

from others who think as they do. As a result, their confidence typically 

grows, and they become more extreme in their beliefs. Corroboration, 

in short, reduces tentativeness, and an increase in confidence produces 

extremism. Enclave extremism is particularly likely to occur on the Inter- 

net because people can so easily find niches of like-minded types—and 

discover that their own tentative view is shared by others. 

It would be foolish to say, from the mere fact of extreme move- 
ments, that people have moved in the wrong direction. After all, the 
more extreme tendency might be better rather than worse. Increased 
extremism, fed by discussions among like-minded people, has helped 
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fuel many movements of great value—including, for example, the civil- 
rights movement, the antislavery movement, the antigenocide move- 
ment, the attack on communism in Eastern Europe, and the movement 
for gender equality. A special advantage of Internet enclaves is that they 

promote the development of positions that would otherwise be invis- 

ible, silenced, or squelched in general debate. Even if enclave extremism 

is at work—perhaps because enclave extremism is at work—discussions 

among like-minded people can provide a wide range of social benefits, 

not least because they greatly enrich the social ‘argument pool.” The 

Internet can be extremely valuable here. 

But there is also a serious danger, which is that people will move 

to positions that lack merit but are predictable consequences of the 

particular circumstances of their self-sorting. And it is impossible to say 

whether those who sort themselves into enclaves of like-minded people 

will move in a direction that is desirable for society at large, or even for 

the members of each enclave. It is easy to think of examples to the con- 

trary—the rise of Nazism, terrorism, and cults of various sorts. There is a 

general risk that those who flock together, on the Internet or elsewhere, 

will end up both confident and wrong, simply because they have not 

been sufficiently exposed to counterarguments. They may even think of 

their fellow citizens as opponents or adversaries in some kind of “war.” 

The Internet makes it easy for people to create separate commu- 

nities and niches, and in a free society, much can be said on behalf 

of both. They can make life a lot more fun; they can reduce loneli- 

ness and spur creativity. They can even promote democratic self- 

government, because enclaves are indispensable for incubating new 

ideas and perspectives that can strengthen public debate. But it |s 

important to understand that countless editions of the Daily Me can 

also produce serious problems of mutual suspicion, unjustified rage, 

and social fragmentation—and that these problems will result from the 

reliable logic of social interactions. 

The Chronicle of Higher Education, vol. 54, no. 16, 14 Dec. 2007, p. BY, 

www.chronicle.com/article/The-Polarization-of-Extremes/|9955. Used 

with permission of The Chronicle of Higher Education. © 2018. All rights 

reserved, 
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“The Polarization of Extremes” Reading Questions 

1. What phenomenon is the phrase “polarization of extremes” in 

the title describing? 

2. The chapter you just read teaches you about algorithmic filters 

and filter bubbles. How does Sunstein’s use of terms like “collabora- 

tive filtering,” “self-sorting,” and “niche” relate to these concepts? 

3. Sunstein’s piece describes an experiment that separated people 

into liberal and conservative enclaves. One of the results was that 

these enclaves “squelched diversity.” What are the implications or 

consequences of limiting diversity, and how might algorithmic fil- 

ters and filter bubbles have the same effect? 

With the section on filters and algorithms from this chapter in mind, 

read “Fragmented Reasons: Is the Internet Making Us Less Reason- 

able?” from Michael P. Lynch’s The Internet of Us. If you have read Cass R. 

Sunstein’s “Polarization of the Extremes” keep that in mind as well and 

then answer the questions following the selection. 
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Michael P. Lynch is a writer and professor of philosophy at the University of Connecticut, 

where he directs the Humanities Institute. His work concerns truth, democracy, public 

discourse, and the ethics of technology. In The Internet of Us, the book from which “Is 

the Internet Making Us Less Reasonable?” is excerpted, Lynch considers how the Internet 

affects our ways of thinking and knowing. 

Fragmented Reasons: 
Is the Internet Making Us Less Reasonable? 

Michael P. Lynch 

The Abstract Society 

“We can conceive,” wrote the philosopher Karl Popper in 1946, before 
television, computers or iPhones, “of a society in which men practically 
never meet face to face—in which all business is conducted by individu- 
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als in isolation who communicate by typed letters or telegrams, and who 
go about in closed motorcars. ... Such a fictitious society might be called 
a completely abstract or depersonalized society.” 

This passage is remarkable in several ways. It is certainly prescient. 
The idea—if not the prose—is more like something you would have 
found at the time in Amazing Stories or the adventures of Tom Swift, 

rather than buried in a difficult two-volume essay on democracy, fas- 

cism and knowledge. It is also very honest. Popper was, in effect, offer- 

ing a warning about his own ideas concerning open societies—namely, 

that such societies could easily become “abstract” or ‘‘depersonalized.” 

Popper was a fierce advocate of openness, and he saw open societies 

as being marked by their values: they are committed to freedom of 

speech and thought, equality, reasonableness and an attitude of progres- 

sive criticism. Today we might say that a society is open to the degree 

that it protects freedom of communication and information, imposes 

little government censorship and has a diverse (and diversely owned) 

media.” By this standard, a country like the United States is reasonably 

open (if not as open as many of us would like it to be, and becoming 

less so). And the Internet is a large part of this. The Web flourishes in 

part because it allows us unprecedented control over the sources and 

types of information we receive, to dip into the flow of information 

where and how we wish, and to extract and isolate what interests us 

more quickly, all in the comfort of our pajamas. It allows us to get what 

we want—or what we think we want—faster. And it allows us to do so 

without leaving our protective bubble, without sullying ourselves with 

the messy and inconvenient physical lives of others; it offers anonymity 

and friends we've never met. And that, one might think, is precisely what 

Popper was warning about: that with increased freedom of expression 

and consumption comes the risk of increased individual isolation. 

Research over the last couple of decades suggests that Popper 

was right to be concerned.’ But it is not clear that the only, or even 

the most fundamental, problem is that we are more isolated individu- 

als, Really, communication is communication—even if some methods 

might be better for certain purposes than others. And the information 

technology coursing through our society's veins has given us more ways 

of communicating.* Indeed, we can hardly get away from one another: 

we email, we text, we tweet and soon, maybe, we'll just think to one 
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another. But to whom do we talk, and to whom do we listen? That's the 

question, and the evidence suggests that we listen and talk to those in 

our circle, our party, our fellow travelers. We read the blogs of those we 

agree with, watch the cable news network that reports on the world in 

the way that we see it, and post and share jokes made at the expense of 

the “other side.’”5 The real worry is not, as Popper feared, that an open 

digital society makes us into independent individuals living Robinson Cru- 

soe—like on smartphone islands; the real worry Is that the Internet 

is increasing “group polarization'—that we are becoming increasingly 

isolated tribes, 

As one of the most influential thinkers about digital culture, Cass 

Sunstein, has noted, one reason the Internet contributes to polarization 

is that “repeated exposure to an extreme position, with the sugges- 

tion that many people hold that position, will predictably move those 

exposed, and likely predisposed, to believe in it."° So, with a steady diet 

of Fox News, conservatives will become more conservative. Liberals 

who only read the Huffington Post or the Daily Kos will become more 

liberal. And that means, Sunstein argues, that true fragmentation of the 

society results, ‘as diverse people, not originally fixed in their views and 

perhaps not so far apart, end up in extremely different places, simply 

because of what they are reading and viewing,’”” 

We are getting more and more used to fragmentation now. It is 

reflected in our social media. Liberals tend to be friends on Facebook 

with other liberals, and Twitter feeds are clogged with the tweets of 

daily outrage: the latest news that is sure to piss your friends off as 

much as it did you.® Yet most discussions of polarization talk about the 

fragmentation of our moral and political values. That makes sense: we live 

in a world of Christians and Muslims, atheists and theists, Republicans 

and Democrats, free-marketers and socialists, etc. These differences in 

religious, moral and political values are how we identify one another as 

members of the same tribe; and they affect our behavior in all sorts of 

ways, from determining who gets invited to the dinner party to which 

candidate we'll vote for in the election. 

But could it be that the Internet is helping to fragment not only our 
moral and religious values, but our very standards of reason? Could it be 
making us less reasonable? 
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When Fights Break Out in the Library 

Let's go back to the idea of the Borgesian library discussed in chapter |. It 
encompasses the world. It contains books on every subject, from politics 

to physics to pencil-making. But not all the books agree. And we cannot 

leave the library to find out which is right and which is wrong, It is all 

there is. 

Were we to live in such a Borgesian library world—as we do, in an 

obvious sense—we would be in a state of information glut. Information 

on any topic we can imagine—and much that any particular individual 

can't—is contained within the infinite walls of the library. Some of it 

will be accurate and some partly so, and some complete gibberish. The 

question is how to tell which is which. Theories will be propagated, and 

certain reference books will be seen as keys to unlock the secrets of the 

other books or as useful maps to the truths and falsehoods. But people 

will disagree over which books are the best references, over the very 

standards for sorting the good books from the bad. 

How would people react in such a situation? A natural reaction would 

be an increasing tribalization of the sort we saw Sunstein remarking on 

above. Just as in a room of shouting people you start by focusing on the 

voices you recognize, so the library-dwellers would be prone to read 

some books over others, and to discount not only their rivals’ books 

but their reference books—the very standards they use to sort good 

books from bad. As such, rational discussion about whose books are 

best, and how to sort new books that come in, will become increasingly 

difficult. Tribes within the library will evaluate one another's reasons by 

completely different standards. 

The intellectuals of the world will nod their heads sagely. It is inevitable, 

they will say. There is no way to know which books contain the objec- 

tive truth, some will announce. “There is no objective truth!” others will 

assert; all books are relative to other books, Still others will declare that 

only faith in the one true book can solve the problem—appeals to refer- 

ences, citation records, card catalogues and rational standards generally 

is all for naught. Such reactions will only increase tribalization, and the 

more practical-minded of the inhabitants may begin to listen to those 

who point out that the only real way to settle the issue is to burn the 

other tribes’ books, 
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There are reasons to think we are living in this sort of environment 

now. By giving us more information, the Internet not only gives us more 

things to disagree about, it allows us to more easily select and choose 

those sources that validate our existing opinions. And that, in turn, can 

cause our disagreements to spiral ever deeper. 

Consider for example, so-called ‘‘fact-checking” sites like Politifact, 

which was started by the old media outlet the St. Petersburg Times to help 

cut through all the tribe-talk and verify different claims to truth made in 

the cultural and political debates that fill the news. And by and large, 

they've had a healthy impact. But they've also come under increasing 

assault themselves. In his essay ‘Lies, Damned Lies, and ‘Fact-Checking’: 

The Liberal Media's Latest Attempt to Control the Discourse,’ Mark 

Hemingway charged that fact-checkers are themselves biased—toward 

the left. His evidence: several examples where fact-checkers seem to 

get things wrong, in a politically biased way. According to Hemingway, 

“What's going on here should be obvious enough. With the rise of cable 

news and the Internet, traditional media institutions are increasingly 

unable to control what political rhetoric and which narratives catch fire 

with the public. Media fact-checking operations aren't about checking 

facts so much as they are about a rearguard action to keep inconvenient 

truths out of the conversation.’® 

Notice how Hemingway frames his fact-checking of the fact-checkers. 

He takes himself to be exposing a hidden truth: the truth that some folks 

(the fact-checkers) are keen to keep inconvenient truths out of the con- 

versation. Whether or not Hemingway is right about his claim, the point 

here is that the truth wars in this country have grown to such propor- 

tions that the very idea of “‘fact-checking”’ is seen as suspect. 

Once debates reach this point they are very difficult to resolve. It has 

become a matter of principle. Not moral principles but ‘epistemic’ prin- 

ciples—"“epistemic”’ because they are about what is rational to believe 

and the best sources of evidence and knowledge. Disagreements over 

principles such as these illustrate a very old philosophical worry: namely, 

that all reasons end up grounding out on something arbitrary. 

For example, suppose | challenge your epistemic principle P_ which 
says that such-and-such a method is a reliable means to the truth. You 
defend it by appeal to some other principle, Q. If | persist in my skepti- 
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cism and question Q, your options seem to dwindle. Pretty soon, being 

a finite creature with a finite mind, you are going to run out of principles. 

It seems that you must either end up defending your Q with P (whose 

truth is still not established) or simply dig in your heels and tell me to 

take off. Either way, you haven't answered my challenge, and your faith in 

your principles—and therefore the very methods you use to reach the 

truth about matters both mundane and sublime—seems blind. 

This paradox goes back at least as far as the pre-Socratic philosophers 

of ancient Greece. Yet it reappears in cultural debates like clockwork. 

Today, it is heard in the claims made by evangelicals to the effect that sci- 

ence Is really just another religion: “Everyone, scientist or not, must start 

their quests for knowledge with some unprovable axiom—some a priori 

belief on which they sort through experience and deduce other truths. 

This starting point, whatever it is, can only be accepted by faith... "2° 

This is a powerful idea—in part because it contains more than a grain 

of truth, and in part because it simply feels liberating, It levels the play- 

ing field, intellectually speaking. After all, if all reasons are grounded on 

something arbitrary, then why assume science is on any firmer founda- 

tion than anything else? You might as well just go with what you already 

accept on faith. 

lf we were to concentrate just on the receptivity model of knowledge 

that we saw in chapter |, then such debates wouldn't threaten knowl- 

edge at all. But that misses the point. Because the problems they cause 

are not for receptivity but for reasonableness. What they threaten is our 

ability to articulate and defend our views. The problem that skepticism 

about reason raises is not whether | have good evidence by my principles 

for my principles, Presumably | do.” The problem is whether | can give 

a more objective defense of them. That is, whether | can give reasons 

for them that can be appreciated from what the eighteenth-century phi- 

losopher David Hume called a “common point of view'—reasons that 

can ‘move some universal principle of the human frame, and touch a 

string, to which all mankind have an accord and symphony.’ 

Those who wax skeptical about the use of scientific methods to 

resolve debates such as the origins of life on earth, or the beginning 

of the universe, for example, are rarely if ever skeptical about science 

across the board. Their quarrel is with its use in certain domains. The 
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folks at AnswersinGenesis.org aren't going to say that we should never 

use observation, logic and experiment to figure things out. What they 

will argue is that these methods have a lower priority in some subject 

matters than others, where other methods trump them. People who 

think that the Torah or the Bible or the Koran is a better—not the 

only—means to the truth about the origin of our planet, for example, 

see the matter in that way. 

Imagine a dispute between a scientist and a creationist over these 

two principles: 

(A) Inference to the best explanation on the basis of the fossil and 

physical record is the only method for knowing about the distant 

past. 

(B) Consultation of the Holy Book is the best method for knowing 

about the distant past. 

The friends of (B) aren't rejecting outright the strategy of consulting the 

fossil and historical record. So we can't just call them out for using it 

sometimes and not others. And obviously, we can’t travel back in time 

and use observation (another commonly shared method) to settle who 

is right and who isn't about the distant past. What this shows is that 

debates over even very specific principles like these can end up ground- 

ing out—either the participants will end up defending their favored 

principles by appealing to those very principles (e.g., citing the Book to 

defend the Book) or appealing to specific principles that the other side 

shares but assigns a lower priority. Neither side will be able to offer rea- 

sons that the other will recognize for his or her point of view. 

As l've already noted, the Internet didn't create this problem, but it 

is exaggerating it. Yet you might think that this isn’t so bad. As philoso- 

pher Allan Hazlett has pointed out, if everyone agrees in a democracy, 

something's gone wrong,’? Democracies should be, in John Rawls’ words, 

places where there are ‘a plurality of reasonable yet incompatible com- 

prehensive doctrines." 

But that’s just the point. How do we figure out, as a society, whose 

views are “reasonable” and whose are not, if our standards for what 

counts as reasonable don’t overlap? And how do we engage in dia- 

logue with people with worldviews that are different from our own (as 
opposed to oppressing them, or manipulating them, or simply shouting 
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at them) without an exchange of reasons? The answer is: we don't. And 

that tells us something: civil societies not only need a common currency 

to exchange money; they also need a common currency to exchange 

reasons. 

So, the point is not that we should all agree. We all have different 

experience bases, after all, and that means we can use different evidence 

even if we agree on what counts as evidence. But if we don't agree on 

what counts as evidence, on our epistemic principles, then we aren't 

playing by the same rules anymore. And once that happens, game over. 

Notes 

|, Popper 187. 

2. For a useful version of this definition, and discussion of the themes of this 

chapter in general, see Coady 1|20. 

3. For some influential examples, see Putnam; Turkle. 

4. Some researchers have recently argued that online communities can indeed 

build social capital—under certain conditions: see, for example, Sajuria et al. 

5. For a discussion of this, see Mitchell et al.; lyengar and Hahn. 

6. See Sunstein 69-83. 

7. See Sunstein 69-83. 

8. See Yardi and Boyd. 

9. See Hemingway. 

10, See Galling. 

||. Philosophers typically take ancient skeptical arguments as challenges to the 

possibility of knowledge. Whether they are depends on what kind of knowledge 

you have in mind. They don’t challenge what I’ve called receptive knowledge, since 

all that is needed for such knowledge is belief formation that is reliable in fact. What 

they challenge is the possibility of reflective knowledge and giving reasons for what 

we believe to those who see things differently. They challenge reasonableness. For 

similar views, see Wright; Pritchard; and Sosa. 

12, Hume 272-73. 

13. Hazlett 9. 

14. Rawls xvii. 
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From The Internet of Us: Knowing More and Understanding Less in the Age 

of Big Data, by Michael Patrick Lynch. Used with permission of Liveright 
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“Fragmented Reasons” Reading Questions 

1. In “Fragmented Reasons,” Lynch introduces the concept of frag- 
mentation. What does this term add to the conversation about fil- 
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ters and filter bubbles? What happens when something becomes 

fragmented? 

2. How does Lynch define the concepts “standards of reason” and 

“epistemic principle”? Why are these concepts important parts of 

the discussion about the Internet? You may consult a dictionary to 

look up the word “epistemic.” 

3. Lynch ends the excerpt you read with the following: “But if we 

don’t agree on what counts as evidence, on our epistemic principles, 

then we aren't playing by the same rules anymore. And once that 

happens, game over.” What does he mean? 

Pulling It All Together 

1. Compare and contrast the two readings. Where do their ideas 

converge and diverge? 

2. List the questions that each author set out to answer in his piece 

even if these questions are not directly asked. What do you think 

each author wants to know? Where does each author go to answer 

those questions? 

3. Why do you think Cass R. Sunstein, author of “The Polarization 

of Extremes,” and Michael P. Lynch, author of “Fragmented Reasons: 

Is the Internet Making Us Less Reasonable?,” wrote their pieces? 

Why does the subject they explore matter? For whom does it matter? 
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Online Searches 

RELATED APPENDIX ACTIVITY: 1.1 

This chapter provides you with an overview of the kinds of sources that 

you will find on the Web. Understanding the fundamental ideas laid 

out here will support you as you conduct online research, the subject of 

chapter 4. 

What Is the Difference between 

the World Wide Web and the Internet? 

While the terms Internet and the World Wide Web are often used inter- 

changeably, they are not the same thing. Believe it or not, the Internet 

has been around since the late 1960s, while the World Wide Web was 

only made public in the early 1990s. The difference between the two is 

that the Internet transfers data and connects computers to computers, 

allowing us to view pages loaded through browsers on the World Wide 

Web. The Web is simply one of the services that the Internet makes pos- 

sible. Other types of data, like the music we stream through an app (an 

app downloaded, of course, from the Web), is transferred over the Inter- 

net too. Simply put, the Internet is a network of networks while the Web 

is just one of the systems we use to access the Internet. 

Finding information on the Web—let alone determining its reliabil- 

ity—can be overwhelming given the sheer range of material available. 

The chart in figure 3.1 lists some common types of information sources 

on the Web and characterizes their purpose, authorship, intended audi- 

ence, format, and review process. Keep in mind that the types of sources 
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Fig. 3.1. Common types of information sources on the Web 
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ARCHIVES 

Purpose: to make digital versions of physical and audiovisual material available online 
Author: anyone 
Audience: people interested in the topic 
Format. text, videos, photographs, audio 
Review Process: often do not go through 2 vetting proc 

BLOGS AND SELF-PUBLISHED SITES 

Format to. v.de0s photographs, audio 
Review Process: often do not go through 2 vetting process 

DISCUSSION LISTS 
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NEWS SOURCES 

Purpose: to inform, to provide facts 
Author: nevrs organizations, indsvidual journalists or writers 
Audience. people wino wart to be inforrned 

| Format text, viceos, protographs, audio 
Review Process: updated regularly, fact-checked 

REFERENCE WORKS 

| Purpose: to provide factual information on specific topics 
Author: reference publ ishers.or indwidud specialists 
Audience: people seeking information 
Format text (print or diggtal), audio 
Review Process: usualy 2 gorous edtora review 

SCHOLARLY JOURNALS AND BOOKS 

Purpose: to present theories and research conducted by experts in a given field 

Author. academics, teachers, scholars and other experis, student researchers 

Aubence: ecaderrics, teachers, sholars and other experts, student researchers 

Format. primarily text, through subscription databases or online retziers 

| Review Process: Sten pee-renewec™ 
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WIKIS 

Purpose: to collaboratively create and share content 

Author. srustiple authors who participate by invitation or througn open ca anyone 

Audience: people secang formaion : 

Format. dzizbases, encydopedas, other kinds of collaborative sites 

Renew Process. because wks are usually eciiabie by users, Ter 

and not stable 
ec nee UEEEEEESERES ERE EEER 

+ A source that is peecreviewed has gore through 2 wetting process Dy experis to judge ine texts Quacy 

and acouracy. 
Se Oe 

3g 



CHAPTER 3 

available online are still changing, as are some of their defining charac- 

teristics. For example, when blogs first emerged, they were largely per- 

sonal in nature and not necessarily vetted by editors or other experts. 

More recently, though, experts in various fields have taken to blogging, 

and their blogs can be important information sources; in some cases, 

blogs have even been reviewed by other experts in the field. 

Understanding Domain Names 

Simply put, a domain name is the same as a Web site’s address. The do- 

main name for Google, for example, is www.google.com. The www stands 

for World Wide Web, the middle part (google) is the name of the search en- 

gine, and the last part, .com, stands for commercial, which indicates that 

the domain is owned by a commercial company. While you may be most 

familiar with .com domain names, there are several others you might 

encounter, such as the following: 

Domain What It Indicates 

com for-profit, commercial company 

org an organization, not necessarily nonprofit 

.edu institution of higher education 

net organization or company that provides network 
(Internet) access 

.ZOV United States government office, department, or agency 

Jus United States government office, department, or agency 

.ca, au country where the site originates (e.g., Canada, 
Australia) 

Noticing a site’s domain name is a first step toward understand- 

ing and evaluating the information on it. If you want to learn about the 

courses offered at a nearby university, for example, be sure that you are 

looking at the .edu Web address belonging to that university. Similarly, if 

you want to learn about the government’s guidelines on how to prepare 
your tax return, you should visit a .gov or .us site rather than a site that 
is not directly connected to the government. 

Finding accurate information by depending on domain names is, 
unfortunately, not always so cut-and-dried. You should never simply 
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evaluate the credibility of an online source by its domain name. There 
was a time when students were told to trust what they found on .org 
sites more than what they found on .com sites because .org sites did not 

have commercial interests—in other words, their goal was not to make 

money. While .org sites were initially composed primarily of nonprofit 

organizations, the designation now includes even monetarily motivated 

political organizations that hide behind the .org designation as a way 

to bolster their sense of trustworthiness. So, while paying attention to 

domain names is helpful, a domain name alone cannot prove the cred- 

ibility of a source. 

Scholarly Peer Review 

The traditional form of review for scholarly materials is known as peer 

review. As figure 3.1 indicates, before publication academic journal 

articles and books are often vetted by other academics to ensure that 

they present accurate and credible information, demonstrate original 

research, use a sound methodology to engage the evidence, and draw 

sensible conclusions about the evidence they present. For example, an 

article about Shakespeare submitted for publication in a peer-reviewed 

academic journal will be sent to experts, typically at least two (if they 

don’t agree, a third review is usually sought). These reviewers write a 

report to the editor or editorial board of the publication assessing the 

merits of the article. The reviews may recommend that the article be 

published as is (though this is rare), published only after undergoing 

revisions suggested in the report, or rejected. When revisions are re- 

quested, the author is asked to revise the piece based on the experts’ 

feedback before the article can be submitted for approval by the editor 

or editorial board. This can be a long process, but it ensures that work 

that gets published in academic journals and by academic presses is of 

the highest quality. 
To determine if a journal is peer-reviewed, you can filter results in 

research databases like the MLA International Bibliography or look at the 

journal’s Web site and read about its submission and publication poli- 

cies. Determining whether books are peer-reviewed is not as straightfor- 

ward, but presses affiliated with universities, such as Harvard University 
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Press, University Press of Florida, University of Delaware Press, Oxford 

University Press, and Cambridge University Press, as well as the publish- 

ing arms of scholarly societies such as the MLA or the National Coun- 

cil of Teachers of English (NCTE), are committed to the process of peer 

review. Occasionally, however, the name of a press will have the word 

university or college in it even though it is not affiliated with a university. 

One way to know whether a press is an academic publisher or university 

press, rather than a commercial publisher, is to look on the Web site of 

the Association of University Presses to see if the press is a member and 

has therefore met AUP’s eligibility guidelines. 

% TRY IT 

1. Represent the relation between the Internet and the 

World Wide Web. 

Now that you have read this chapter, describe the relation between the 

Internet and the World Wide Web. You can put the relation into your 

own words or develop a representation or illustration. Consider drawing 

a picture, developing a chart, or coming up with an analogy that helps 

you explain this relation to someone else. Be creative! 

2. Practice keeping track of your daily Web site visits. 

For two to three days, keep a list of all of the Web sites you visit. You 

could be visiting them for a school project, your own enjoyment, or any 

other reason. Afterward, review the Web sites and note next to each one 

on your list what type of information source it is. You may refer to fig- 

ure 3.1 above. What have you learned about yourself and your reading 

habits? What types of information sources did you most often read dur- 

ing that period? 

3. Test your knowledge of domain names. 

What kind of Web site is each of the sites below? 

www.irs.gov www.humane.org 

www.coolsocks.com www.news.com.au 

www.harvard.edu 
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4. Ponder the role of domain names in judging credibility. 

Is a .org site automatically more credible than a .com site? Explain. 

5. Review types of online information sources. 

Referring to figure 3.1, which are more commonly peer-reviewed: blogs 

or articles in academic journals? How would you describe the peer re- 

view process? What purpose does peer review serve? 
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RELATED APPENDIX ACTIVITIES: 2.3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 

The previous chapter provides an overview of the different types of in- 

formation sources online. When you use a search engine like Google, its 

algorithm looks through all of these source types to supply you with the 

information you have requested. As you've probably gathered from your 

experience with Google, it searches the Web for the keywords that indi- 

viduals enter in the search bar and then ranks what it finds, offering us- 

ers what it deems to be the most relevant sources first. Google is certainly 

useful, but granting it too much power can cause problems, particularly 

when it comes to finding information relevant to your research topic. 

This chapter gives you the tools to use Google and other search engines 

so that you can decide which results are most relevant to your project. 

Choosing Keywords to “Catch the Tenor” 
of the Conversation 

As chapter 1 notes, one principle informing this guide is that the World 

Wide Web presents a series of ongoing conversations with which you 

interact. It’s important for you to be aware of how you do so. Once again, 

here is that excerpt from the philosopher and rhetorician Kenneth 

Burke: 

Imagine that you enter a parlor. You come late. When you arrive, oth- 
ers have long preceded you, and they are engaged in a heated discus- 
sion, a discussion too heated for them to pause and tell you exactly 
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what it is about. In fact, the discussion had already begun long before 
any of them got there, so that no one present is qualified to retrace 
for you all the steps that had gone before. You listen for a while, until 
you decide that you have caught the tenor of the argument; then you 

put in your oar. Someone answers; you answer him; another comes 

to your defense; another aligns himself against you, to either the 

embarrassment or gratification of your opponent, depending upon 

the quality of your ally’s assistance. However, the discussion is inter- 

minable. The hour grows late, you must depart. And you do depart, 

with the discussion still vigorously in progress. (110-11) 

When you conduct searches and then decide which sources to use in 

your projects, thinking about the Web as housing and linking you to 

conversations reminds you to “listen for a while” to what others have 

said about the subject until you “[catch] the tenor of the argument.” 

Only then should you enter the conversation, or “put in your oar,” to use 

Burke’s words. First, though, you need to figure out which keywords will 

best suit your needs. Thinking about the Web as a weblike structure con- 

necting ongoing conversations will help you identify effective keywords 

and find relevant search results. 

Different keywords will yield different results. Some will yield many 

results. We will call this a broad search. Other keywords will yield fewer 

results. We'll call this a narrow search. Both kinds of keyword searches 

are described below. 

Conducting Broad Searches 

Say you are writing a paper about the relation between diet and cancer. 

You might do a search for “food and cancer.” Using Google, this search 

yields about 34,600,000 results at the time of this writing, the first 

page of which appears in figure 4.1. If you review the results, you begin 

to get a sense of the conversation surrounding this subject. Some sites 

include information about foods that help prevent cancer. Other sites 

include information about food that is thought to cause cancer. Yet oth- 

ers outline the foods one should eat after being diagnosed with cancer. 
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Fig. 4.1. Example of a broad search-engine search for “food and cancer” 

Cancer and diet: What's the connection? - Harvard Health 

https://www.health.harvard.edu/cancer/cancer-and-diet-whats-the-connection ¥ 

Sep 14, 2016 - The link between cancer and diet is just as mysterious as the disease itself. Much 

research has pointed toward certain foods and nutrients that ... 

Food and Cancer Risk | Cancer.Net 
https://www.cancer.net/navigating-cancer-care/prevention-and.../food-and-cancer-risk ¥ 

Some foods and the vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients found in them may raise or lower cancer 

risk.Researchers have studied how certain foods, nutrients, ... 

Diet and cancer | Cancer Research UK 
https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/about-cancer/causes-of-cancer/diet-and-cancer v 

Experts think that nearly 1 in 10 UK cancer cases could be prevented through ... Find out the truth 

about some common food questions and myths, including ... 

AICR's Foods that Fight Cancer™ 

www.aicr.org/foods-that-fight-cancer/ ¥ 

No single food or food component can protect you against cancer by itself. But research shows that a 

diet filled with a variety of vegetables, fruits, whole grains, ... 

Cancer-Fighting Foods in Pictures: Resveratrol, Green Tea, and More 

https://www.webmd.com » Cancer > Slideshows ¥ 

WebMD shows you the foods and eating strategies that may help reduce your risk of developing 

cancer. 

36 foods that can help lower your cancer risk | MD Anderson Cancer ... 
https://www.mdanderson.org/.../36-foods-that-can-help-lower-your-cancer-risk.h12-1... ¥ 

Looking for a list of cancer fighting foods to add to your grocery list? Our expert says you can reduce — 

but not eliminate — your cancer risk by focusing on plants ... 

Cancer and Diet 101: How What You Eat Can Influence Cancer 

https://www.healthline.com/nutrition/cancer-and-diet v 

Jump to Cancer Foods - Eating Too Much of Certain Foods May Increase Cancer Risk. It's difficult to 

prove that certain foods cause cancer. However ... 

Cancer Prevention Diet - HelpGuide.org 
https://www.helpguide.org/articles/diets/cancer-prevention-diet.htm/ ¥ 

Mar 20, 2019 - While there's no magic food or diet guaranteed to cure or prevent cancer, lifestyle 

factors—including your diet-can make a big difference in ... 

Top 10 Cancer Causing Foods - The Truth About Cancer 
htips://thetruthaboutcancer.com > Nutrition » Food & Drink ¥ 

Do you ever eat these top ten cancer causing foods? Learn what they are and four tips for consuming 
an anti-cancer diet instead 
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With more than thirty-four million results, this search is broad. It can 
be overwhelming to see that many results. Broad searches can be use- 
ful, though, especially when you are starting a project; they let you see 

the different ways the subject is approached and the perspectives from 

which others have considered it. In so doing, broad searches also give 

you ideas for other search terms, which may be useful as you narrow 
your search. 

Conducting Narrow Searches 

You can narrow your topic by reading or scanning sources you found in 

your broad search and paying close attention to how sources home in on 

specific elements of your topic. Narrowing your search is a crucial part 

of the research process. With a subject or question that is too broad, 

you run the risk of trying to cover too much in a single research project. 

This often results in a project that lacks depth, which prohibits you from 

adequately developing your ideas. Because narrower searches often yield 

more focused writing (and thinking), you will need to create more spe- 

cific search terms. In our example search for “food and cancer,” you can 

try naming a specific kind of food. For example, a search for “junk food 

and cancer” yields about five million results, more than thirty million 

fewer results than the original search. The first page of results appears 

in figure 4.2. 

This first page of narrowed search results begins to give you a sense 

of the more specific conversation surrounding junk food and cancer. The 

first site on the page discusses a European study that found a link be- 

tween eating junk food and developing cancer; the study recommends 

that consumers adopt a color-coded labeling system to make more in- 

formed choices about food. The next site lists ten foods that are most 

strongly associated with cancer. If you jump down to the fifth site, how- 

ever, you will see that it looks specifically at colorectal cancer (rather 

than generally at cancer). That’s a hint that you can also narrow the 

second keyword, “cancer,” and we’ll get to that soon. Let’s continue to 

work with the first keyword we are specifying—“food.” We have already 

narrowed the search from “food” to “junk food.” If you would like to 

narrow the search further, you can do so by considering a specific kind 

47 



CHAPTER 4 

Fig. 4.2. Example of a narrow search-engine search for “junk food and 

cancer” 
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Eating Junk Food Linked To Cancer Risk - MSN.com 

https://www.msn.com/en-ph/health/.../eating-junk-food...to-cancer.../ar-AAAqgSD?7li... ¥ 

Sep 22, 2018 - Junk Junk. New findings from a large, European study revealed a strong association 

between junk food consumption and the risk of developing ... 

Top 10 Cancer Causing Foods - The Truth About Cancer 
https://thetruthaboutcancer.com » Nutrition » Food & Drink v 

Do you ever eat these top ten cancer causing foods? Learn what they are and four tips for consuming 

an anti-cancer diet instead. 

Junk foods and sugary drinks - Cancer Council Western Australia 
https://www.cancerwa.asn.au/prevention/nutrition/junk-foods/ v 

Jan 29, 2019 - Eating too much junk food can lead to overweight and obesity, which is a risk factor for 

a number of cancers. 

Harms Of Eating Junk Food Include Risk Of Cancer - Medical Daily 
https://www.medicaldaily.com/harms-eating-junk-food-include-risk-cancer-427567 

Sep 19, 2018 

New findings from a large, European study revealed a strong association between junk food 

consumption and ... 

Fast Foods, Sweets and Beverage Consumption and Risk of ... 
https://www.ncbi.nitm.nih.gov/pme/articles/PMC5844628/ 

by RF Tayyem - 2018 - Cited by 3 - Related articles 

Jan 3, 2018 - The effects of consuming fast foods, sweets and beverages on the development of 

colorectal cancer (CRC) are unclear. The aim of this ... 

Junk food is linked to cancer even if you're not overweight, research ... 
https://www.express.co.uk > Life & Style » Health v 

Aug 17, 2017 - EATING junk food such as burgers and pizzas increases your risk of cancer even if you 

are not overweight, a study has found. 

Eating Junk Food Raises Cancer Risk, Even for Slim Women 
https://www.theepochtimes.com/eating-junk-food-raises-cancer-risk-even-for-slim-wo... ¥ 

Oct 3, 2018 - Whether you are slim or obese, one thing is clear: calorie-dense processed foods increase 

cancer risk, regardless of body weight. 

‘Junk food’ may increase cancer risk in ‘healthy weight’ women - NHS 
https://www.nhs.uk >» Behind the Headlines » Cancer v 

Aug 18, 2017 - "Women who eat junk food such as burgers or pizza are increasing their risk of cancer 

even if they're not overweight, new research has warned ... 

How Junk Food Leads to Cancer (& Other Serious Health Issues ... 
htips://www.youtube.com/watch?v=is2kxX4JgHy8 

Oct 16, 2018 - Uploaded by The Truth About Cancer 

In this video from TTAC LIVE 2017, Liana Werner-Gray opens up about her painful 

experience with eating the ... 
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of junk food—say, potato chips. A search for “potato chips and cancer” 

gets about 385,000 results. Notice how much narrower that search is 

than the original search that yielded almost one hundred times that 

amount! The first page of this narrower search appears in figure 4.3. 

And, if you want to go even further, you can narrow the search to a par- 

ticular kind of cancer. A search for “potato chips and pancreatic cancer” 

yields about 362,000 results, as you can see in figure 4.4. 

The table below shows how the process of making your search term 

more specific yields fewer and more focused results, 

Keywords / Search terms Number of results 

food and cancer 34,600,000 

junk food and cancer 5,000,000 

potato chips and cancer 385,000 

potato chips and pancreatic cancer 362,000 

The scope of your search—how narrow or broad it should be—de- 

pends on your project. Usually, though, you begin broadly with gen- 

eral search terms to gain a sense of the conversation surrounding your 

subject. Then, you narrow the search as you go. In the example above, 

we began with the broad topic of the relation between food and can- 

cer. But with more than thirty-four million results, such a topic would 

not allow us to go into much depth in a research project. Instead, the 

project would likely become a long list of ways that different kinds of 

food can affect one’s chances of developing cancer. The narrower topic 

of potato chips and pancreatic cancer will allow us to look in more depth 

at the relation between the two. For example, a project with this topic 

can explore detailed questions such as, What is in potato chips that may 

cause this particular kind of cancer? Does the relation between potato 

chips and pancreatic cancer have to do with how the potato chips are 

made? Are organic potato chips also linked to pancreatic cancer? As you 

conduct narrow searches remember that, as smart as Google and other 

search engines are, they cannot determine the relevance of sources 

to your specific project or question. You need to take the time to read 

through the pages of results from the search engine and make decisions 

about relevance. 
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Fig. 4.3. Example of search terms narrowed to “potato chips and cancer” 

Acrylamide and Cancer Risk - American Cancer Society 
httpsv//www.cancer.org/cancer/cancer-causes/ acryiamide.htm! ¥ 

Feb 11, 2019 - Learn what we know about acrylamide and cancer risk here. ... Some foods with higher 

levels of acrylamide include French fries, potato chips, .. 

Add French Fries, Potato Chips to the List of Cancer-Causing Foods ... 
https:y//www.mdmag.cony.../add-french-fries-patato-chips-to-therist-of-cancer-causin... ¥ 

Mar 14, 2016 - Starchy foods, such as bagels, were recently targeted for being linked to lung cancer. 

Now officials are flagging foods like French fries and potato chips for containing acrylamide, a 

dangerous chemical that may cause cancer. In 2002, it was found that many heated foods contain the 

chemical acrylamide. 

Acrylamide and Cancer Risk - National Cancer Institute 
https://www.cancer.gov/about-cancer/causes-prevention/risk/.../scrylamide-fact-sheet ¥ 

Dec §, 2017 - A fact sheet about acrylamide and cancer risk. 

Settlement will reduce carcinogens in potato chips - ABC News 
https://abcnews.go.com/Business/story?id=SS03949&page=1 

Four food manufacturers agreed to reduce levels of a cancer-causing chemical in their potato chips 

and french fries under a settlement announced Friday by the state attomey general's office. ... 

Acrylamide forms naturally when starchy foods are baked or fried, 

“Healthy” Potato Chips? - The Truth About Cancer 
https://thetruthaboutcancer.com > Cancer Causes ¥ 

May 5, 2017 - it's very likely that you're already aware of the link between fried potatoes and cancer and 

that potato chips are generally considered to be a ... 

Possible carcinogen found in French fries, potato chips and other ... 
https://www.ctynews.ca/.../possible-carcinogen-found-in-french-fries-potato-chips-and-o... 

Mar 7, 2019 - Foods such as French fries and potato chips have been linked to genome mutations that 

could lead to cancer, according to the results of new ... 

Do potato chips cause cancer? - Quora 

https://www.quora.com/Do-potato-chips-cause-cancer 

Jun 12, 2017 - Soa once off of 2 bags of potato chips would hardly have influenced your intake .. 

health, even increase your risk of developing cancer, thus feel guilty about it. 

Are potato chips healthy? Jul 10, 2017 
What foods cause cancer? Feb 21, 2017 

Does eating potato chips cause cancer? Sep §, 2016 

What common food items contain acrylamide - the cancer causing... May 18, 2011 

More results from www.quora.com 

Are potatoes now a cancer risk? Here's what you need to know | New ... 

https://www.newscientist.com/.../2118565-are-potatoes-now-a-cancer-risk-heres-what-... * 

Jan 28, 2017 -... of the cancer risk associated with cooking potatoes and other starchy ... calorie foods 

like crisps, chips and biscuits, which are major sources ... 

It ls Official. Potato Chips are Carcinogenic BUT It Is Not Because of ... 
https://althealthworks.con//.../it-is-official-chips-french-fries-and-cooked-potatoes-are-.. ¥ 

Net 9N 9016 ~ The National Canrsr Inctitiite (NC hac mviewad thic chemical and eanfirmed tie 
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Fig. 4.4. Example of search terms narrowed further to “potato chips and 
pancreatic cancer” 

Diets pattems and tick of pancreatic cancer in 2 lasge population _. 
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People also ask 

Wit (A DIO YDS BIDE E YDS Date DanTentin ANE) “_ 
Wiha ae the opps A your pancreas not working property? v 

Wit Goes the pain Hf pancrecitis fee) He? ¥ 
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‘Diet and Ganges fo pocresic carne: - Parcreatic Cancer Action 
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Foods to brad With Pasxzeatoc Cance | Livestromm com 
begs ren ReeenGg won» > Dit and Wetton » pec Gary CARE LEE 
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Ci-cdi-chigs - The Pancreatitis Survival Guide 
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Another way to limit the scope of your results is by the kind of Web 

site searched. Your instructor may prefer that you use scholarly sites. 

That’s where Google Scholar comes in. 

Navigating Google Scholar 

Google Scholar restricts your search results to sources written by scholars— 

that is, professional researchers. Many of the sources on Google Scholar are 

published by academic organizations and have been vetted or approved by 

experts in particular fields through a process called peer review, as dis- 

cussed in chapter 3. When using Google Scholar, you apply the same strate- 

gies for conducting broad and narrow searches described above. 

While Google Scholar's search engine limits search results to scholarly 

materials likely to be more credible than many of those found through 

Google’s standard search engine, do not assume that Google Scholar will 

do all the work for you. You will still have to make decisions about the 

relevance of the sources it returns. And whether a source is relevant is 

more important than whether it is scholarly. You'll read more about de- 

termining a source’s relevance later in this chapter. 

Using a Search Engine’s Help Features 

While you likely have extensive experience using a search engine like 

Google, you may not know that it offers many tips to help you refine your 

searches so that you can more efficiently and effectively find what you are 

looking for. For example, Google offers a series of tips to refine your Web 

searches to make them more precise. These tips include instructions on 

- how to combine searches 

« how to locate a specific domain 

- when to include and exclude words from your searches 

- how to get information about a specific site 

* how to answer specific types of questions (e.g., what the weather is 

in a certain location, the solution to a mathematical problem) 

- how to filter your search results 

* how to read the results pages 
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Google Scholar offers a set of tips on 

* how to prioritize the date of a publication when you are searching 

- how to search for full-text articles (as opposed to only abstracts) 

* how to use the “related articles” link 

Take time to review the help features provided by the search engine you 

use. Doing so will save you time in the long run by producing more rel- 

evant search results. 

Searching Library Catalogs and Databases 

Another digital resource for finding information is your school’s library 

catalog and databases. The library catalog will allow you to search items 

that you can borrow from your library, including print books, e-books, 

journals, and magazines. While you may be hesitant to search for entire 

books, keep in mind that you don’t have to read the whole thing. Read- 

ing just an introduction or chapter (or two) might be helpful. Plus, books 

published by university presses and scholarly societies (like the MLA) 

are usually vetted and approved by experts, so they are likely to be cred- 

ible. Of course, you'll still need to consider relevance. 

Your campus or school library also likely subscribes to several data- 

bases. Databases contain information about where to find materials on a 

particular subject and often provide direct digital access to them. There 

are general databases such as EBSCOhost and Academic Search Premier 

that contain material on various subjects, and there are subject-specific 

databases such as the MLA International Bibliography (for literary criti- 

cism) and PsycINFO (for psychology) that contain materials related only 

to a specific subject. You can find relevant databases searching by sub- 

ject. If you already know the name of the database you need, search for 

it by name through your library’s home page. You can also likely browse 

your campus'’s list of databases to get an overall sense of the databases 

the library subscribes to. Keep in mind that librarians are often happy 

to help you navigate these databases and can serve as resources through- 

out your research process. 
The library's catalog and databases give you access to sources that 

-are typically more credible than those you will find doing an online 

53 



CHAPTER 4 

search. An online search may yield some credible sources, but it may also 

find personal Web sites and similar sources that may not be appropriate 

for your project. Moreover, if you search through your library's catalog 

or databases, you will likely have free access to articles and materials 

that would require a fee if you attempted to access them through a public 

search engine such as Google. For an in-depth look at how to use these 

resources, including how to conduct specialized searches in databases, 

please see the MLA Guide to Undergraduate Research in Literature. 

Reviewing Your Search Results 

Whether you are searching the Web, using Google Scholar to find scholarly 

materials, or searching your library's catalog or database, you must con- 

sistently review your search results for their relevance to your project. 

You may not be inclined to do this: studies show that students choose 

sources not because of relevance but because of ease of use (Purdy 7). 

Reviewing for relevance, however, is important. It will be easier in the 

long run and produce better research results. To assess relevance, review 

at least a few pages of search results; too often, students stop at the first 

page of results (Granka et al.; Balatsoukas and Ruthven; Georgas). If you 

review only the first page, you are relying too heavily on the search en- 

gine to determine the relevance of the results for you. Remember that 

when you're working on a paper or other research project, the algorithm 

that brought you those results does not know what your assignment 

is, so only you can really determine which sources will be most useful. 

Doing research is a process of refining your ideas, so remain flexible and 

open during the process. And always keep in mind that while a search 

engine’s algorithm will provide you with the results it thinks are most 

relevant to your project, only you can make the final determination. 
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Determining a Source’s Relevance 

It is up to writers and researchers like you to make connections among 

sources—that is, to show how those sources are relevant to your project. 

Let’s look at an example. Maybe you are writing about how the media 

represents the relation between violent video games and acts of violence. 

First, as we did with the terms “food” and “cancer” earlier in this chap- 

ter, you will want to conduct a broad search to get a general sense of 

what sources say about how media represent the relation between vio- 

lent video games and acts of violence. An excerpt from the first page of 

the results of that Google search are shown in figure 4.5. 

There are some interesting sources in the search results, and they 

can begin to help you consider a more specific, narrow way into the sub- 

ject. For example, these sources suggest that one way to narrow your 

search includes clarifying what you mean by the media. Will you be look- 

ing at only news sources? If so, what kinds? Will you consider indepen- 

dently published news Web sites like the New York Times? Online news 

aggregators like Reddit? Television networks—national, local, and cable 

ones? Once you narrow the focus by answering these and other ques- 

tions, you can begin to locate sources and determine their relevance. 

Let’s say you limit your search to how a single news network repre- 

sents the relation between violent video games and acts of violence. In 

that case, news stories from other networks are not likely relevant to 

your project. Perhaps you choose Fox News. If you search for “Fox News 

video games and violence” on Google, an excerpt from the first page of 

results you get is shown in figure 4.6. The relevance of sources depends 

largely on their content—or what they say. To determine if a source is 

relevant to your particular project, you need to spend time figuring out 

what the source is about. The titles and descriptions of the sources that 

appear on the first page of this Google search for “Fox News video games 

and violence” suggest that these sources are all relevant to the subject, 

but you would need to read, listen to, or watch them to confirm. 
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Fig. 4.5. Example of initial search for the relation between violent video 

games and acts of violence 

Do Violent Video Games Make Kids More Violent? | Psychology Today 
https://www.psychologytoday.com/.../do-violent-video-games-make-kids-more-violen... ¥ 

As violent video games continue to grow in popularity, do they lead to real-life violence? 

The Science Behind Video Games and Violence | NOVA | PBS | NOVA... 

https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/.../what-science-knows-about-video-games-and-violence/ ¥ 

Feb 28, 2013 - People have turned to science for answers on the question of violence and video 

games. For now, though, there are no answers, at least not of ... 

Do video games lead to violence? - CNN - CNN.com 
https://www.cnn.com/2016/07/25/health/video-games-and-violence/index.html 

Feb 22, 2018 - (CNN)President Donald Trump said Thursday during a White House meeting on school 

safety that the nation needs to address what young people are seeing. "I'm hearing more and more 

people saying the level of violence on video games is really shaping young people's thoughts," he said. 

Video game controversies - Wikipedia 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Video_game_controversies ¥ 

Video game controversies are societal scientific arguments about whether the content of video .... A 

common theory is that playing violent video games increases aggression in young people. Various 

studies claim to support this hypothesis. 

Children's Violent Video Game Play Associated with Increased ... 

https://www.dartmouth.edu/.../childrens-violent-video-games-increased-aggressive-be... ¥ 

Oct 3, 2018 - Dartmouth Analysis of Multiple Studies Demonstrates How Effect Varies Across Ethnicity. 

Oct. 1, 2018 ~ Violent video game play by ... 

What Research Says About Video Games And Violence In Children ... 

https://www.npr.org/.../what-research-says-about-video-games-and-violence-in-children 

Mar 8, 2018 - President Trump held a roundtable at the White House Thursday to discuss violent video 

games and how they relate to school shootings. 

New Research Finds No Link Between Violent Video Games and... 
https://interestingengineering.com/new-research-finds-no-link-between-violent-video-... ¥ 

Feb 15, 2019 - Oxford University has found no link between the amount of time playing violent video 

games and real-world aggressive behavior in teens. 

It's time to end the debate about video games and violence 
theconversation.com/its-time-to-end-the-debate-about-video-games-and-violence-916... ¥ 

Feb 16, 2078 - For years, there have been questions about research showing connections between 

playing violent video games and aggressive behavior. 

Many factors influence video games' link to violent acts, UB researcher... 

www. buffalo.edu/ubnow/stories/2019/03/lamb-video-games-violence.html ¥ 

Mar 6, 2019 - Exposure to violent video games alone does not create aggressive behavior, but these 

games may trigger violent acts in people with a ... 
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Fig. 4.6. Example of narrowed search for “Fox News video games and 
violence” 

Are video games linked to real world violence? | Fox News Video 
https://video.foxnews.com/v/5748074279001/ 

a Mar 8, 2018 

08, 2018 - 6:25 - Insight on ‘The Ingraham Angle’ after President Trump holds a 

meeting on violence and ... 

Violent video games increase aggression, desensitize kids? - Fox News 
https://video.foxnews.com/v/5748280379001/ 

Mar 9, 2018 

; Trump meets video game industry leader to discuss the possible correlation. Lt. 

Col. Dave Grossman ... 

Are video games linked to real world violence? - YouTube 
https://www. youtube.com/watch?v=29EN9Anic9Q 

| fm Mar &, 2018 - Uploaded by Fox News 

FOX News Channel (FNC. ... on 'The Ingraham Angle’ after President Trump holds 

im a meeting on violence ... 
P» 6:26 

Fox News - What role, if any, do violent video games play... | Facebook 
https://www.facebook.com/FoxNews/...violent-video-games...violence...-/101516465... ¥ 

What role, if any, do violent video games play in the violence we see in American society? 

Donald Trump Vs. Video Games: Are His Game Violence Experts ... 
https://www.newsweek.com/donald-trump-vs-video-games-gun-violence-837435 ¥ 

Mar 8, 2018 - Donald Trump's video game meeting, his attempt to address gun violence by blaming 

gaming, brings together a collection of Fox News talking ... 

Donald Trump Blames Video Games for Schoo! Shootings | Time 
time.com > Politics » Donald Trump ¥ 

Mar 8, 2018 - President Donald Trump blamed violent video games for school shootings. Here's what 

the research says about video games and violence. 

Fox News Demands Ban On Thing That Hurts Children: Video Games ... 
https://www.wonkette,com/fox-news-demands-ban-on-things-that-kill-kids-video-games ¥ 

Aug 28, 2018 - Fox News Demands Ban On Thing That Hurts Children: Video Games. Guns ... | think 

that playing those violent video games clearly influences ... 

Adam Lanza Shooting: Fox News Blames Video Games for Newtown ... 
https://mic.com/.../adam-lanza-shooting-fox-news-blames-video-games-for-newtown-... ¥ 

Fox News, and even Obama adviser David Axelrod, are raising flags on “violent video games" in the 

wake of the Sandy Hook Elementary massacre. Here's why ... 

Bill would up taxes on violent video games | WPMT FOX43 
https://fox43.com/2019/02/12/bill-would-up-taxes-on-violent-video-games/ ¥ 

Feb 12, 2019 - Would you pay an extra ten percent for your favorite video game? "10 percent tax?.... It's 

a new bill aiming to curb violence amongst students... 
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The issue of relevance is a complex one. While you will find some 

sources that are definitely not relevant and others that definitely are, it’s 

not always that simple. There are many ways in which a source's content 

can be relevant. A source may provide 

« background information 

- key definitions 

* support for your idea, through examples, opinions, data, and so on 

* an opposing viewpoint that you want to address 

A source can also help you further develop an idea of someone else's, in- 

troduce a new way of thinking about the subject, and redefine the terms 

of the discussion. 

Let’s take a look at another example. The excerpts below are from a 

student who is writing about the relation between reading fiction and 

becoming more empathetic (that is, increasing one’s ability to under- 

stand and share feelings with someone else). The student is arguing that 

schools should assign more fiction reading so that students can become 

more empathetic human beings. Notice how she explains the relevance 

of the sources she has located with her narrow search. Describing one 

source she writes the following: 

Because this source reviews three studies that use the technology 

fMRI (a functional MRI that shows brain activity) to track the parts 

of the brain that light up when people read fiction, this source could 

be used to describe from a scientific perspective how reading fiction 

affects the brain. This is relevant because it will support my claim 

that reading fiction does affect the brain and makes people more 

empathetic, capable of feeling emotions similar to those felt by char- 

acters they are reading about. 

Of another source she writes: 

I could use this piece to define a lot of the terms in my essay. This 
article explains how terms like literature, fiction, and empathy are de- 
fined in scientific studies so it is relevant to the background infor- 
mation I need to give in my essay before I can move on and actually 
explore the topic. 
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About a third source she writes: 

This source challenges the idea that reading fiction and empathizing 

with fictional characters can actually make someone more empa- 

thetic toward real people in real life. It is relevant to my essay because 

it raises questions about different issues that come up when think- 

ing about both empathy and the reading of fiction. Plus, because it 

challenges my claim, it makes points not made by the other sources 

that support my claim. For example, it describes the difficulty of 

determining whether someone is empathetic, let alone more empa- 

thetic or less empathetic after reading fiction. It also questions how 

fiction is defined in these studies. These are important questions 

because addressing them in my essay will allow me to offer a lot of 

different perspectives on the topic, which will make it more complex 

and allow me to respond to these challenges to my argument, which 

will help me refine my ideas. 

As you find sources, take the time to think about and keep track of 

their potential relevance to your projects by asking yourself the follow- 

ing: What will each source contribute? How and why does that contribu- 

tion matter to my project? 

&% TRY IT 

1. Contemplate your role in source-driven writing. 

As you are reminded in this chapter, Burke’s description of the parlor 

can be used as a metaphor for thinking about the types of conversations 

that take place in academic writing and online. Review that excerpt on 

pp. 44-45 and write a paragraph about how Burke’s description can help 

you imagine your role in locating sources and participating in a scholarly 

conversation. 

2. Understand relevance. 

List three ways a source may be relevant to a research project. 
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3. Recognize the value of relevant sources. 

Why is the relevance of your sources important to the process of doing 

research and composing source-based projects? What do students usu- 

ally prioritize instead of relevance? 

4, Practice documenting a broad search. 

The chapter you just read discusses the importance of narrowing your 

searches as necessary. You will recall that broad searches help you get a 

sense of the larger conversation surrounding your subject matter. This 

exercise requires that you have a topic you want to research. Once you 

have chosen a topic or been assigned one, locate five sources through a 

broad search. Then write a paragraph about each containing the follow- 

ing information to help you consider the relevance of the source to your 

topic. Each paragraph should include one to two sentences that 

- describe the author’s expertise or background 

* summarize the source, including any conclusions it comes to 

- explain the purpose of the piece 

* evaluate its relevance for your topic 

« identify the intended audience (e.g., the general public, subject spe- 

cialists, college students) 

Below is a sample paragraph. 

Brian O’Connell, the author of “Lyft vs. Uber: Which Is Best for 

Riders and Drivers in 2018?,” is a freelance journalist whose work 

has appeared in some of the top business publications. He is also a 

former Wall Street bond trader and an author of two books about 

investing. The point of this article is to explain the subtle but im- 

portant differences between Lyft and Uber so that readers can 

make informed decisions about which ride-sharing company is best 

for them, whether they are looking to work for one of the compa- 

nies or simply use their services. O’Connell reviews the different 

geographical regions that each company serves and then discusses 

other differences that would be of interest to riders, including price 

differences and the various services that each company offers. For 
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potential drivers, O’Connell reviews how drivers can better get to 

know each company, which includes taking many rides with each 

company and asking the drivers directly about their experiences. 

Ultimately, O’Connell’s purpose is to provide a resource for poten- 

tial ride-sharing customers and drivers who are interested in under- 

standing the differences between the two companies. He concludes 

that the choice is really a personal one and comes down to individu- 

als’ specific priorities. O’Connell’s casual and direct style suggests 

that the piece is intended for a popular audience. This article is po- 

tentially useful if I end up needing to compare the two companies 

in my essay. However, I would need to see if the information in the 

article and the comparisons O’Connell makes are still current. 

5. Practice narrowing online searches. 

In this chapter you learned about the importance of making your search 

terms specific enough to find information directly relevant to your sub- 

ject and to refine your topic to a manageable scope. Begin a search with 

the following two terms: 

art 

literature 

How do the results you find help you imagine ways to narrow each term? 

Create a list of more narrow terms that emerge and might stand in for 

the broader term “art” and do the same for the term “literature.” See how 

specific you can make each one. An example has been completed for you 

using the search terms “school” and “technology” (fig. 4.7). 
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Fig. 4.7. Example of ways to narrow the search terms “school” and 
“technology” 

School 

High school 

Advanced 

placement 
literature 

course 

Technology | 

Handheld 
technology 

Literature-based 
applications on 

iPads. 
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Go to the 

(Primary) Source! 

RELATED APPENDIX ACTIVITIES: 1.3, 2.1, 3.2, 3.3 

Understanding the difference between primary and secondary sources 

will help you better evaluate sources, including those found on the World 

Wide Web. Whether you are looking for the most accurate account of 

an event that interests you for personal reasons or sources that will be 

of use to you in an academic research project, this chapter teaches you 

how to identify primary sources and encourages you to use them when- 

ever possible so that you are not dependent on others’ interpretations 

of sources. 

What Are Primary and Secondary Sources? 

Primary sources provide firsthand, or direct, information. Examples of 

primary sources include photographs, video and audio recordings, let- 

ters, diaries, government and legal documents, speeches, historical doc- 

uments and artifacts, and interviews. Artistic creations are also primary 

sources. In literary studies, primary sources also include literature. In 

the sciences, research studies and reports are also primary sources. 

Secondary sources are created after and as a result of primary 

sources. They offer secondary accounts of the information or evidence 

given in primary sources. Secondary sources, in other words, are about 

primary sources. They summarize, interpret, or draw on primary sources 

in some way. For example, a newspaper article about Anne Frank’s diary 

is a secondary source, a scholarly article about Jane Austen’s novel Pride 

and Prejudice is a secondary source, and a review of a Broadway play is a 
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secondary source. While secondary sources are important because they 

offer different perspectives on a subject, going to the primary source al- 

lows you to form your own judgments, interpretations, and conclusions 

without being swayed by what others think. 

The distinction between primary and secondary sources, though, is 

not always cut-and-dried. For example, a newspaper or magazine article 

about a viral video is a secondary source, whereas the viral video is the 

primary source. But a newspaper or magazine article can also be a pri- 

mary source. An article about an event that just took place, particularly 

if the writer was on the scene of that event or interviewed witnesses, is 

a primary source. In other words, it is the content of the source—as op- 

posed to its format—that helps you determine whether it is a primary 

or secondary source. 

To determine if a source is a primary source, ask yourself the follow- 

ing questions about its author: 

« What is the author’s connection to the information written? 

- If the author is recounting an event, was the author there? 

- Did the author read about or hear about the event or subject from 

another source? 

If the author is describing something she or he witnessed firsthand, 

then you are working with a primary source. But if the author refers to 

other sources, or describes the experiences of others, then you are deal- 

ing with a secondary source. The following databases contain primary 

sources: 

The American Civil War: Letters and Diaries 

American Periodicals Series 

Digital National Security Archive 

Early English Books Online 

North American Women’s Letters and Diaries 

Perseus Digital Library 

ProQuest Historical Newspapers 

ProQuest Statistical Abstract of the United States 

Queen Victoria’s Journals 
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Trench Journals and Unit Magazines of the First World War 

Visual History Archive 

Vogue Archive 

Women Writers Project 

As you look over the list of databases above, notice why they contain 

primary sources. These are not databases full of articles or essays about 

civil war letters and diaries or about early English books. Instead, all of 

these databases contain original, or primary, sources—the very letters 

and diaries themselves. 

If you are searching the World Wide Web and not databases, finding 

primary sources can be more difficult. This is because the Web is flush 

with secondary sources that appear alongside primary sources. Fortu- 

nately, though, the very nature of the Web often allows you to find a 

link to the primary source. Let’s look at the example in figure 5.1. The 

article from the “Animals” section of Simplemost (www.simplemost.com) 

is a secondary source because it is about the video of a dog sledding. But 

This Video Of A Dog Sledding Will 
Totally Make Your Day 

gud RIO 
Srouge Cormac 

| oe Ome a rie 
a >, then (is saoorstie Aura Serer’ 

ag from Washington, fas 

if dogs contd compete = 

Sadie: miggt tae home the Zi0 wecdl See, 4 yee aa 

Agi ES Kearts AS Tie CRETE, WI NOS ELE Bie 

112 te VEO © 

own gracing 

thes hows on and enioys 2 ide damn the slope, before she pulls the dec Bax 

etm OVE 222) 

"Whe fedly Eh Og OM a (eA y BES YORE Say BAS SES. COS 

thre” Vary wrote in the caption to he mat 

tavete scinhies, He cosy were. Gann this Til SO Grnes today 

This cup dearly crows haw to show Mest 8 ZO00 tne Mech Se very EET AOE 

ides Den. 
tVioeton @ 

Fig. 5.1. A secondary source containing a link to the original video, a primary 

source 
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notice that there is a link to the video itself, the primary source, which 

is posted on Instagram. You can (and should!) follow that direct path to 

the primary source. As the researcher, it is your responsibility to compile 

the most accurate information available. Often, as in the case of the dog- 

sledding video, that involves seeking out primary sources whenever they 

are available. Working your way back from secondary sources to primary 

sources, which often involves moving among a variety of sites and plat- 

forms, will help you assemble credible information. 

Distinguishing between primary and secondary sources is crucial 

to becoming digitally literate because it means that you understand 

that secondary sources are filtering an event or subject through some- 

one else’s perspective. Only when you locate and engage with primary 

sources—before turning to secondary sources if you need to—can you 

determine for yourself what that source means. Otherwise, you are left 

dealing with secondary sources that have their own biases. For example, 

notice how the secondary sources shown in figures 5.2 and 5.3 describe 

the post that Mark Zuckerberg, the founder and leader of Facebook, 

wrote about Facebook’s role in the 2016 election. In the first piece, by 

Kathleen Chaykowski, Zuckerberg and Facebook are described in rather 

negative terms (fig. 5.2). Chaykowski points out that, while Zuckerberg 

did apologize, he also used the opportunity to continue to defend Face- 

book. She opens the article with some skepticism about his apology: “But 

that dose of contrition came mixed with a spirited defense of Facebook 

and its role in the election. . . . [He] forcefully made the case that Face- 

book was ultimately a force for social good by enabling discussion of key 

political issues, despite a small number of problematic ads.” Chaykowski 

could have opened her article in any manner, but this approach paints 

Zuckerberg in an unflattering light by suggesting that he used the apol- 

ogy to downplay Facebook's role in the election’s outcome and to high- 
light Facebook’s positive contributions instead. 

Mike Murphy, the author of the second piece, makes different 

choices (fig. 5.3). He notes that Zuckerberg “admitted he underestimated 

the impact of fake news on his social network,” which paints Zucker- 

berg as someone willing to acknowledge mistakes. While both Murphy 

and Chaykowski give voice to Zuckerberg’s comments that he can’t help 
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8,894 views | Sep 27, 2017, 07:475m 

Zuckerberg Defends Facebook's Role 
In Election But 'Regrets' Dismissing 
Impact Of Fake News 

Boe a) §6Kathleen Chaykowski Forbes Staff 

But that dose of contrition came mixed with a spirited defense of Facebook and its role in 

the election. In a response to the critical tweet from Trump, he forcefully made the 

case that Facebook was ultimately a force for social good by enabling discussion of key 

political issues, despite a smal] number of problematic ads. 

"After the election, I made a comment that I thought the idea misinformation on 

Facebook changed the outcome of the election was a crazy idea," Zuckerberg said in his 

post. "Calling that crazy was dismissive and I regret it. This is too important an issue to 

be dismissive." 

Zuckerberg made his remarks in a Facebook post on Thursday, responding to Trump's 

tweet, which accused Facebook, along with television networks, The New York Times and 

the Washington Post, of being "anti-Trump." 

"Trump says Facebook is against him," Zuckerberg wrote. "Liberals say we helped 

Trump. Both sides are upset about ideas and content they don't like. That's what running 

a platform for all ideas looks like." 

Fig. 5.2. A secondary source that takes a negative spin on the subject of a 

primary source 

upsetting both sides—those who say Facebook affected the 2016 presi- 

dential election and helped Trump win and those who say Facebook is 

anti-Trump—Chaykowski’s readers may come away less sympathetic 

to Zuckerberg because of the way her article seems to question the sin- 

cerity of Zuckerberg’s apology. Like Chaykowski, Murphy made choices 

about how he was going to present Facebook, Zuckerberg, and the sit- 

uation. The two pieces use some of the same information very differ- 

ently, though. Chaykowski’s piece seems biased against Zuckerberg and 
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= Market : Q 

Facebook Chief Executive Mark Zuckerberg admitted he underestimated the impact 

of fake news on his social network during last year’s election, as another divisive 

Russian-backed ad buy came to light. 

‘After the election, | made a comment that | thought the idea 

misinformation on Facebook changed the outcome of the election 

was a crazy idea. Calling that crazy was dismissive and | regret it. 

This is too important an issue to be dismissive.” 

Mark Zuckerberg 

Zuckerberg made his comments in a Facebook post Wednesday in response toa 

tweet by President Donald Trump earlier in the day claiming that Facebook was 

“anti-Trump.’ 

“Trump says Facebook is against him. Liberals say we helped Trump. Both sides are 

upset about ideas and content they don’t like. That’s what running a platform for all 

ideas looks like,’ Zuckerberg said, noting that Facebook spread political messages 

from both sides and that its “get out the vote’ effort helped more than 2 million 

people to register to vote. 

Last week, Facebook FB, -0.28% turned over about 3,000 Russia-linked ads to 

government investigators looking into Russian meddling in the 2016 presidential 

race, and announced new transparency measures for political ads. 

Later Wednesday, CNN reported that at least one of the Russian-bought ads 

referenced Black Lives Matter and was targeted at audiences in Ferguson, Mo., and 

Baltimore, the sites of large protests following the deaths of black men at the hands 

of police. 

Fig. 5.3. A secondary source that portrays the subject of the primary source 
more favorably 
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Mark Zuckerberg @ 

September 27, 2017 - Palo Alto, CA- 

| want to respond to President Trump's tweet this morning claiming Facebook 

has always been against him. 

Every day | work to bring people together and build a community for everyone. 

We hope to give all people a voice and create a platform for all ideas. 

Trump says Facebook is against him. Liberals say we helped Trump. Both sides 

are upset about ideas and content they don't like. That's what running a 

platform for all ideas looks like. 

The facts suggest the greatest role Facebook played in the 2016 election was 

different from what most are saying: 

- More people had a voice in this election than ever before. There were billions 

of interactions discussing the issues that may have never happened offline. 

Every topic was discussed, not just what the media covered. 

- This was the first US election where the internet was a primary way 

candidates communicated. Every candidate had a Facebook page to 

communicate directly with tens of millions of followers every day. 

- Campaigns spent hundreds of millions advertising online to get their 

messages out even further. That's 1000x more than any problematic ads we've 

found. 

- We ran "get out the vote” efforts that helped as many as 2 million people 

register to vote. To put that in perspective, that's bigger than the get out the 

vote efforts of the Trump and Clinton campaigns put together. That's a big deal. 

After the election, | made a comment that | thought the idea misinformation on 

Facebook changed the outcome of the election was a crazy idea. Calling that 

crazy was dismissive and | regret it. This is too important an issue to be 

dismissive. But the data we have has always shown that our broader impact -- 

from giving people a voice to enabling candidates to communicate directly to 

helping millions of people vote -- played a far bigger role in this election. 

We will continue to work to build a community for all people. We will do our part 

to defend against nation states attempting to spread misinformation and 

subvert elections. We'll keep working to ensure the integrity of free and fair 

elections around the world, and to ensure our community is a platform for all 

ideas and force for good in democracy. 

oo 274K 18K Comments 15K Shares 

& Share 

Fig. 5.4. The primary source described by the secondary sources in 

figures 5.2 and 5.3 (Zuckerberg) 
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Facebook, while Murphy offers a more generous reading of the situation 

and a positive portrayal of Zuckerberg. 

You could trust what one or the other of these secondary sources 

says about the letter, but why do that when you can locate and interpret 

the letter yourself? The excerpt in figure 5.4 is the primary source to 

which both of these secondary sources refer—Zuckerberg’s letter. The 

letter itself, which is a Facebook post, provides direct access to Zucker- 

berg’s words without the bias that may come from others who are de- 

scribing, summarizing, and interpreting the letter. Part of being digi- 

tally literate involves tracking down primary sources to ensure you have 

the opportunity to make up your own mind about the source before oth- 

ers (i.e., secondary sources) influence what you think. 

I Found the Primary Source—Now What? 

Once you have found your primary source, you will need to understand 

what it says. This section gives you reading strategies to help you under- 

stand primary sources.* 

Strategies for Reading Texts 

Five reading strategies—annotating, reading rhetorically, reading aloud 

to paraphrase, mapping, and summarizing—will help you understand 

text-based primary sources. 

ANNOTATING 

You have probably been asked by instructors to mark up something you 

are reading. Maybe you have been asked to jot down questions or notes 

in the margins, highlight the important parts, or circle words you don't 

know. Maybe you have developed these habits on your own. The act 

of marking up a text is commonly referred to as annotating. The word 

annotate comes from the Latin word for “to note or mark,” or “to note 

* Some of the descriptions of the reading strategies in this section also appear in chap- 

ter 2 of A Writer's Guide to Mindful Reading, WAC Clearinghouse / University Press of Colo- 

rado, © 2017 by Ellen C. Carillo under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial- 

NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. Used with permission. 
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down.” To annotate is exactly that: it’s when you make notes on a text 
based on what you are thinking as you read that text. 

When you annotate, you are writing as you read. You make notes, 

comment, react, and raise questions in the margins of your text. Your 

annotations can serve as the basis for the more extensive contributions 

you will be expected to make in formal assignments and essays. For ex- 

ample, if you need to write an essay about something you have read, you 

can return to your annotations—to the questions you posed and com- 

ments you made in the margins—because these are moments in which 

you were already interacting with the text and its author. You can then 

develop your preliminary interactions into a more detailed and compre- 

hensive response. 

Annotations can be handwritten on a printed text or applied digi- 

tally on an electronic text using annotation management systems like 

Diigo, iAnnotate, Hypothes.is, and Epic Pen. These annotation software 

programs allow you to mark up Web pages (and other digital documents), 

but other programs exist with more limited applications. For example, 

if you are reading a PDF, you can also use the comment bubbles in Adobe 

Acrobat to annotate it. Figure 5.5 shows an example of a text annotated 

by a student. Notice that the student uses annotations to ask questions, 

summarize ideas, challenge points, and make personal connections. 

READING RHETORICALLY 

Rhetoric refers to the means of persuasion at a writer’s disposal. When 

you read something rhetorically you are paying attention to how certain 

elements of the text influence you as you read. By paying attention to 

them, you become aware of how a text makes its ideas understandable 

to you. This awareness, in turn, can help you make choices about how 

to make your ideas understandable and persuasive to those who read 

your writing. 

When reading rhetorically, there are at least five rhetorical elements 

to which you should pay attention: purpose, audience, claims, evidence, 

and design. Ask yourself the following questions: 

» What is the author’s purpose for writing? Is the author arguing a 

point? Bringing awareness to a problem? Trying to make sense of an 

experience? Calling people to action? 
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Since the 1950s we have been hearing that J an’ : 
In 1975, Newsweek informed us that Johnny can’t wit, either. 

Most recently, technology has been named one of 
the culprits. Johnny spends too much time on the computer and 
not enough time reading books. He spends so nwuch time texting 
and tweeting that he has forgotten how to write correctly, how to 
spell, how to develop ideas in more than 140 characters, Public 
outcries-about literacy (or lack thereof) often lead to a closer look 
at the education system. The public raises questions surrounding 
why colleges and universities in particular—where Johnny would 
be expected to gain in-depth and comprehensive literacy skills— 
are not doing a better job, What is often neglected in these public 
debates about the best way to teach literacy at the college level is 
that reading and writing are connected practices and, as such, se 
best way to teach them i is together. It} ; 

This problematic separation of the connected practices of read- 
ing and writing is no Jonger an issue z 

Although it took decades for elementary school teachers and curric- 
ula developers to realize that young children need not learn how 
to read before they learned how to write, language arts instruc- 
tors now teach reading and writing alongside each other. They 
do so because research has shown that students learn to read and 
write better when they are instructed in both simultaneously. This 
research, for example, shows that students’ phonic skills are rein- 
forced when children practice both reading and writing the same 
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words. As they get a little older, students begin to develop an aware- 
ness of genres or types of text, which, like the study of phonics, is 
also further reinforced by a concurrent focus on reading and writ- 
ing. As students read (or are read to) they learn to recognize typical 
elements of fiction, which they then imitate in their own writing 
and stories, Even a two-year-old who has been read to consistently 
will recognize that “once upon a time” indicates the beginning of a 
story, and will often begin that same way when asked to make up 
his or her own, 

By the time students arrive in college, stories beginning with 
“on ime” are long gone, and in their place are 
1 s -often multimedia texts—- from a range of fields 
each with its own set of conventions. Instead of drawing on models 
of early literacy education that focus on teaching reading and writ- 

well as by writing across the curriculum programs. The integrated 
approach to teaching reading and writing falls away to students’ 
peril and causes great frustration in the professors who often attri- 
bute students’ struggles in their courses to poor writing ability, 
when these problems are often related ‘e students’ readin; i 
culties. ; ; 

Fig. 5.5. An annotated text 
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| Johnny stands in for all students. 

Reasons why Johnny isn’t a good 

reader or writer. 

Reading isn’t taught as much as 

writing in college. (But shouldn't 

college students know how to read?) 

Young students are taught reading 

> and writing at the same time. 

| agree—reading in college is hard. 

In First-Year Composition we 

didn't talk about reading. 

This is about a specific kind of 

reading. It’s not that college students 

can’t read but that they can’t read 

difficult texts in these complex ways. 
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* Who is the intended audience? To whom does the author seem to 
be writing? 

+ What claims does the author make or allude to? 

* What kinds of evidence are used (e.g., does the author rely on scien- 
tific data, anecdotes, personal experience)? 

* How does the design reflect the content? To what extent does it con- 

tribute to the goals of the piece of writing? 

Additionally, there are three specific types of appeals that writers 

might make to persuade readers: 

- Ethos—appeals to credibility. Notice how the author tries to per- 

suade readers by establishing credibility. 

+ Logos—appeals to logic. Notice how the author uses the logic of his 

or her argument or claims to persuade readers. 

- Pathos—appeals to emotions. Notice how the author tries to per- 

suade readers by engaging their emotions. 

The ability to recognize these three appeals as you read complements 

other abilities this guide seeks to hone. For example, judging the au- 

thor’s ethos, or credibility, enables you to assess whether the author 

has the expertise to engage with the subject. Being able to recognize 

the logic (logos) or lack thereof in a piece of writing is important as you 

determine if what you are reading is credible. Finally, if you recognize 

that an author is appealing to your emotions through pathos, you can 

become more aware of the role your emotions may be playing in how 

you are evaluating the author’s position. 

READING ALOUD TO PARAPHRASE 

This strategy really consists of two individual strategies combined into 

one—reading aloud and paraphrasing. Feel free to separate them if 

that works better for you. For example, if you are in a location where 

it is not appropriate to read aloud or if you have hearing loss, you can 

simply paraphrase what you are reading, which on its own is an impor- 

tant strategy to practice. The combination, though, brings together 
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complementary approaches to reading: reading aloud highlights each 

word as you hear it, and paraphrasing requires that you not only hear 

all the words but also translate them into your own words. This read- 

ing approach, then, fosters concentration in ways that some others may 

not, and it may be especially helpful when you are faced with particu- 

larly difficult sections of a text. As you read aloud to paraphrase, you 

need not paraphrase every single word, but you should stop every few 

sentences or so and annotate the text by writing, in your own words, 

about what you just read. 

MAPPING 

Mapping is a visual tool that can help you organize and understand 

what you are reading. When you map a text, you present visually what 

the text says. You might map the whole text, a few pages, or a single 

element (such as a text’s argument). When you map a text, you become 

highly aware of the relations among its different parts, and the visual 

representation often highlights aspects of the text that aren’t otherwise 

visible. Maps come in different shapes and sizes and can be adjusted to 

suit your needs. Perhaps the most common is the web (or radial) map, in 

which the main idea is in the center and threads radiate from it to less 

central ideas. From those threads come other threads and so on from 

there. 

Maps can be developed by hand or with software. The most impor- 

tant element of any map is that it allows you to see how different el- 

ements of a text are related. Maps may also help you understand the 

relations among concepts or ideas discussed in a text. Often, these vi- 

sual representations allow you to recognize relations you hadn't noticed 

while reading. For example, figure 5.6 can help you visualize the relation 

between the Internet and the Web, as it might be laid out in an article 

about technology. As discussed in chapter 3, the Internet and the Web are 

not the same thing even though we often use the terms interchangeably. 

The Web is merely one of the services that the Internet offers. While an 

article on the difference between the Web and the Internet may be hard 

to understand, creating a visual of what that article says can help clarify 

the concepts in the article. This map makes it clear that the Web is just 
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Fig. 5.6. A map showing the relation between the Internet and the Web 

one among many of the services offered by the Internet and, therefore, 

is not synonymous with the Internet. 

SUMMARIZING 

The goal of summarizing is to boil down an entire source to its main 

ideas. This strategy depends, in part, on your successful completion 

of the strategies listed above. After determining a source’s main ideas 

and details by applying the above strategies, summarizing them using 
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a limited number of words—say, twenty-five or fifty—forces you to 

make decisions about the source’s most important elements and their 

relations to one another. 

Strategies for Visual Sources 

The primary source you locate may be a YouTube video, a film, a graphic 

or comic, a photograph, a drawing, a painting, a map, a sculpture, or 

something else that does not rely on text to help create its meaning. 

The three strategies below—analyzing rhetorically (which you'll rec- 

ognize from the list above), listing your observations, and considering 

context—will help you better understand what you are seeing when the 

primary source has no text. With technology-focused journalists like 

Farhad Manjoo predicting a post-text future wherein images and other 

visuals we encounter daily exceed the amount of the text (or writing) we 

encounter, these strategies may become that much more important in 

the coming years. 

ANALYZING RHETORICALLY 

The principles of rhetorical reading, detailed above, remain relevant 

when comprehending visual texts, too. For visual sources, though, the 

activity you are engaging in is called rhetorical analysis because it refers 

to sources that contain limited text or no text at all. Paying attention to 

the rhetorical elements of purpose, audience, claims, design, and evi- 

dence will help you develop a rhetorical analysis of visual sources. For 

example, just as you would consider the author's purpose for writing an 

article, you would consider a person’s purpose for creating a video and 

uploading it online. Here are the five rhetorical elements from earlier in 

the chapter, slightly revised, so they apply to visual texts: 

Purpose. What is the purpose of the visual source? Is its creator ar- 

guing a point? Bringing awareness to a problem? Trying to make 

sense of an experience? Calling people to action? 

Audience. For whom is the visual source intended? 

Claims. What kinds of claims does the visual source make? 

Evidence. What kinds of evidence are used in the visual source? 
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Design. How does the design of the visual source contribute to its 
meaning? 

Just as you do for alphabetic texts, you may consider the different kinds 
of appeals that visual sources make: 

Ethos. Notice how the visual source tries to persuade readers by es- 

tablishing its credibility. 

Logos. Notice how the visual source uses logic to persuade readers. 

Pathos. Notice how the visual source tries to persuade readers by 

engaging their emotions. 

Additional considerations when working with visual sources include 

paying attention to how the various design elements of the visual source 

contribute to its meaning. For example, you can consider the source’s 

use of images, color, graphics, layout, typeface or font, arrangement, 

and scale. All these elements affect how a visual source influences its 

audience. 

LISTING YOUR OBSERVATIONS 

Like the mapping strategy described above, this one involves re- 

presenting the source. Listing everything you notice about a visual 

source can reveal connections you may have missed. The act of writ- 

ing while you deliberately observe the source can also spark new ideas 

about it. 

CONSIDERING CONTEXT 

Understanding the context of the visual source allows you to interpret 

a lot about it. To reconstruct the context, you can ask yourself a series 

of investigative-like questions, beginning with Who? What? Where? 

When? and Why? For example, you might ask, Who took this photo- 

graph? When was it taken? Why was it taken? Answering these and 

related questions will help you construct some background, which will 

help you understand the source. You might be able to answer some of 

these questions by observing the source itself. If the visual source does 

not provide this information, you can always conduct a reverse image 

search (described in chapter 9) or consider other secondary sources that 
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may provide information and context that help you determine, for ex- 

ample, why and when a photograph was taken. 

Strategies for Audio Sources 

If you locate an audio primary source, you will need to listen to it rather 

than read or view it. Examples of audio primary sources include recorded 

interviews, speeches, performances, and podcasts. Asking yourself the 

following questions, many of which overlap with the rhetorical-analysis 

approach discussed above, will help you make sense of audio primary 

sources: 

« What type of recording is it (e.g., a speech, interview, podcast)? 

- Who contributed to it (e.g., who is featured in it, who produced it, 

who broadcasted it)? 

« When was it made? 

¢« Where was it made? 

¢ Can you infer the purpose for its creation? 

Based on its content, who seems to be the intended audience for the 

recording? 

If there is music on the recording, what does it contribute? 

Do you learn anything from this audio source that you did not know 

prior to listening to it or that hasn’t surfaced in other sources you 

may be using? 

Figuring out what kind of recording you are listening to is the first 

step to understanding it. For example, if you are listening to an interview 

you will want to ask questions about both participants—the interviewer 

and interviewee—to better understand the audio source, including its 

purpose. You would need to consider who is conducting the interview 

and how that informs its purpose and audience. 

Considering who contributed to the recording is important for un- 

derstanding its context. Contributors to a recording include anyone who 

speaks, sings, or makes other utterances on it, as well as the person, 

group, or company that published it. Once you know who has contrib- 

uted to the recording, you can seek out secondary sources that provide 
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more information about the contributors, including biographical details 
like where they worked when the recording was made. Such information 
might even help you piece together why the recording was made and re- 

veal any potential biases that may inflect the source. 

It is also important to imagine the audience for whom the recording 

was created. Doing so further adds to the context for the source. One 

way to determine the intended audience is to consider what knowledge 

about the subject the recording assumes the audience already has. For 

example, does the recording explain any concepts or provide informa- 

tion about people it mentions, or does it assume that listeners do not 

need these explanations? 

Primary audio sources may not include explanations or information 

at all—for example, they may be composed solely of music. When ana- 

lyzing an audio source composed only of music, you can ask yourself the 

questions listed above, but you might also consider how the music makes 

you feel. Do you think the music is intended to evoke specific emotions 

in you, such as happiness or sadness? 

Some audio sources, such as podcasts, will use music alongside 

speech to set the tone, underscore important points, and evoke emo- 

tions in its listeners. Understanding the role of the music in such an 

audio source will help you understand the source as a whole. Keep in 

mind that music may be used in different ways throughout the source: 

music in the introduction may be used to set the tone while music may 

be used throughout the recording to highlight important moments, in- 

spire emotional responses in listeners, or mark the movement from one 

segment of the recording to another. Music may be used at the end of a 

recording to let listeners know they have reached the end. 

Can’t Find the Primary Source? 

So far this chapter has assumed that you can find all the primary sources 

you need, but that may not always be the case. If you can't find a pri- 

mary source, then the best way to proceed is to apply what you learn in 

this book (especially in chapters 6-9) about how to read across the Web, 

which will help you determine a source's credibility, relevance to your 

project, and context. 
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x TRY IT 

1. Practice finding primary sources. 

Choose a subject and conduct an online search to find at least one pri- 

mary source related to that subject. Then, write a few sentences about 

the characteristics that make it a primary source. 

2. Practice distinguishing primary sources from secondary sources. 

Review the following list of sources and determine which are primary 

sources and which are secondary sources: 

» history textbook 

- Declaration of Independence 

* movie review 

* op-ed about a country’s health-care program 

* government documents outlining a country’s health-care program 

* transcript from a court case 

* tweet written by an individual describing an event 

¢ retweet 

* article about the United States Constitution on a credible Web site 

about American history 

« United States Constitution 

3. Practice rhetorical reading. 

Choose one of the readings at the end of chapter 2 and read it rhetori- 

cally. Referring to the section on reading rhetorically in this chapter, 

select one example of the source’s appeal to each of the three rhetorical 

techniques: credibility (ethos), logic (logos), and emotion (pathos). Also 

indicate which appeal seems most common. 

4. Compose a rhetorical analysis of a visual source. 

Choose a visual source—such as a YouTube video, film, graphic or comic, 

photograph, drawing, painting, map, or something else that does not 

rely on text to help create its meaning—and compose a rhetorical analy- 

sis of the source. Use the questions in the section “Analyzing Rhetori- 
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cally” above in this chapter to guide your analysis. Also, select one ex- 
ample of the source’s appeal to each of the three rhetorical techniques: 

credibility (ethos), logic (logos), and emotion (pathos). 

5. Practice writing a twenty-five-word summary. 

Choose a reading from chapter 2 and compose a twenty-five-word sum- 

mary of it. Then write about how you chose what to include in that sum- 

mary and what to omit. In this reflection, be sure to offer a detailed ac- 

count of your composing process. Did you begin with a summary longer 

than twenty-five words and cut from there? Did you begin with a sum- 

mary under twenty-five words and expand from there? Explain your 

process. 



6 
Surveying the Conversation 

by Reading Laterally 

RELATED APPENDIX ACTIVITIES: 1.2, 3.2, 3.3 

This book uses conversation as a metaphor both for searching the World 

Wide Web and for conducting research projects generally. Remember 

that to make contributions to a conversation by building on what others 

have said, first you must listen. Why? Because building on what others 

have said requires that you understand the relation among individual 

contributions and the merit of each one. And it’s usually not possible to 

immediately and accurately judge a person’s contribution to a conversa- 

tion as true or false, right or wrong, credible or not credible. The same 

is true with research materials: they cannot be assessed in isolation but 

must be put in conversation with one another. Thinking about research 

as an act of listening will help you put sources in conversation as you 

read them and, ultimately, help you determine the credibility of sources. 

In fact, this way of reading—called lateral reading—is how professional 

fact-checkers assess sources (Wineburg and McGrew). 

What Is Reading Laterally? 

Reading laterally means reading across the Web. Educators Sam Wine- 

burg and Sarah McGrew, who first used the term lateral to describe this 

method of reading, characterize the approach as follows: “When reading 

laterally, one leaves a website and opens new tabs along a horizontal axis 

in order to use the resources of the Internet to learn about a site and 

its claims.” They compare lateral reading to vertical reading, or reading 

up and down: “Lateral reading contrasts with vertical reading. Reading 

vertically, our eyes go up and down a screen to evaluate the features of 

82 



SURVEYING THE CONVERSATION BY READING LATERALLY 

a site. Does it look professional, free of typos, and banner ads? Does it 
quote well-known sources? Are bias or faulty logic detectable?” Wine- 
burg and McGrew found in their study that the lateral readers who “paid 
little attention to such features, leaping off a site after a few seconds and 

opening new tabs” were more successful than those who read vertically. 

Lateral readers more efficiently and effectively analyzed the credibility 

of the sites put before them because they “investigated a site by leav- 

ing it” (38). Those participants who remained tethered to a single Web 

site—instead of moving outward to others—were not as efficient or ef- 

fective in their assessments. Focusing exclusively on a site to determine 

its credibility is not enough. Even a well-designed and grammatically 
correct Web site can be untrustworthy. 

You might also think of lateral reading as cross-referencing, a term 

you may be more familiar with. When you cross-reference something, 

you are verifying information found in one source by checking to see if 

it can be located in other sources. Keep in mind, though, that some Web 

sites reuse information from other sites. If the information is copied ver- 

batim (that is, word for word) from another site, that is a sign that it 

may not have been verified. You should continue looking to other sites to 

verify the material. To verify information found on a Web site or to judge 

the likely quality of the information provided, check to see whether 

other sites contain the same information, as well as what they say about 

the site, its subject, its publisher, its author, and other elements. You do 

not need to read every related Web site for its content. You should, how- 

ever, move purposefully from one site to the next. Doing so will allow 

you to piece together how the source fits within the larger conversation. 

Once you do that, you can begin to evaluate the source and its credibility. 

Lateral and Vertical Reading Compared 

Let’s consider an example of how lateral and vertical reading differ. 

Figure 6.1 shows a screenshot for the home page of Natural News (www 

naturalnews.com). The site is designed to provide news and information 

about leading a naturally healthy lifestyle. If we apply the CRAAP test 

(described in chapter 1) and consider its currency, relevance, authority, 

_ accuracy, and purpose, Natural News passes! The information is current: 
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articles have been written within the last twenty-four hours. If you are 

working on a project about leading a natural lifestyle, the information 

on the Web site is certainly relevant; its tabs contain a range of sources 

about natural foods, including blogs, reports, news articles, and info- 

graphics from both scholarly and popular sources, which could be useful 

depending on the requirements of your assignment. As for authority, 

each article on the home page of the site is credited to an author. You 

can even click on each author’s name to be taken to other articles the 

author has written for Natural News, which allows you to evaluate other 

works by the author and assess her or his expertise. The information on 

the site is supported by a range of evidence that gives the appearance 

of accuracy. In figure 6.1, the toolbar at the top of the site’s home page 

includes, among others, the sections Labs, Science, Reference, Reports, 

and Infographics, which take users to seemingly credible scientific infor- 

mation, Web sites, data, reports, and even to the Natural Science Journal, 

located at a .org domain. You will also notice that the banner at the top 

of the page indicates that the Web site is “the world’s top news source on 

natural health” and is “part of the natural news network.” These creden- 

tials would seem to add to the accuracy of the site’s content. Finally, the 

purpose of the information seems to be to inform users. While the site 

FREE EMAIL NEWSLETTER a ‘ 

ee ccc ETE 

ARTICLES BLOGS LABS EVENTS SCIENCE REFERENCE REPORTS VIDEOS INFOGRAPHICS MUSIC CARTOONS RSS Searcy NatureiNews com aif 

Viewed Artle Reference Information acon NATURAL NEWS APP 
: fe AVAILABLE NOW 

FREE for (Hoong '§ Anarpel 
Conduct powerful sciontific research in mere seconds for your book, blog, y ~ 2 
website article or nows report @ Aves ogi Play 

Today | 
Science. NaturalNews.com 

NaturalPedia.com 

A free online encyclopedia of natural health knowledge from the industry's 
+ top authors and writers. This website Is an amazing research tool that allows: 

you to find quotes from natural health books on more than 50.000 topics. 

HealingFoodReference.com 

A free public service to promote health freedom and empower consumers 
with Information about the healing power of foods. 

Mm HerbReference.com 

A free public service to promote health freadom and empower consumers 

2” with information about the healing power of herbs. Thinning Hol? Pour 

Fig. 6.1. Example of vertical reading: Natural News Web site 

84 



SURVEYING THE CONVERSATION BY READING LATERALLY 

is selling natural supplements, most of the site is geared toward educat- 
ing users about the importance of eating natural foods, avoiding toxins, 
and other topics related to leading a healthy life. Reading vertically (or 
down) the source by using the CRAAP test, this site looks to be credible. 

Let's see what happens, though, when we move away from the Web 

site to which the CRAAP test tethered us. First, we can do a quick Google 

search for “Natural News,” the title of the Web site. The first five results 

reveal little to suggest that the site is not credible (fig. 6.2). The word 

conspiracy does get mentioned in the Wikipedia entry, but we know that 

Wikipedia is not necessarily a credible site. Moreover, the four search re- 

sults just below the Wikipedia link don’t suggest anything along those 

lines. But the sixth result should raise some red flags. It’s from Snopes 

(www.snopes.com), the online fact-checking, hoax-busting Web site. 

The search results offer hints that Natural News may not be a le- 

gitimate news source: the sources generated by Google also include 

an article by Grist (grist.org) titled “Don’t Believe Anything You Read 

at Natural News” and an article from Forbes (www.forbes.com) called 

“NaturalNonsense: Science Supporters Condemn Natural News.” When 

investigating, you would then want to move laterally to these sources, 

check them out, evaluate their credibility, and so on, until you have 

cross-referenced or verified the information using several sources. And 

some sites may be messier to evaluate than this one. After all, not all 

sites will appear on Snopes. Even if Snopes had not been listed in the 

results for Natural News, the references linked to in the Wikipedia entry 

and the Grist and Forbes articles would have suggested that the site lacks 

credibility. The point is that while you could have spent fifteen minutes 

on the Natural News site to determine its credibility, in less than half a 

second Google was able to return results that suggest the Web site is not 

credible, thereby encouraging you to explore further. 

Keep in mind, though, that recognizing the Natural News site lacks 

credibility required you to read beyond the first few results on the page: 

it was the sixth result (not including Wikipedia), fairly low on that first 

page of results, that began to suggest the site may not be credible. If you 

had stopped reading after the first few results or if you were not paying 

attention to the descriptions below each result, you could have missed 

an indication that the site is problematic. 
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natural news § Q 

All News Videos. Shopping Books More Settings Tools 

About 6,460,000, 000 results (0.44 seconds) 

Natural News - Wikipedia 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Natural_News ¥ 

Natural News is a conspiracy website that sells various dietary supplements, and promotes alternative 

medicine, controversial nutrition and health claims, fake 
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NaturalNews.com - Home | Facebook 
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that empower individuals to make positive changes in 

Natural Health News and Scientific Discoveries - NaturalNews.com 
https:/www.naturainews.com/ + 

Independent News on Natural Health and the World 

Natural News email newsletter. Posts About Us - Natural News 

NaturalNews.com Archives | Snopes.com 
https://www.snopes.com/sources/naturalnews-corm/ 

Does This Photograph Show a Border Patrol Agent Injured by a Thrown Rock? 29 November 2018 - “He 
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#NaturalNonsense: Science Supporters Condemn Natural News ... 

https.//www.forbes.com/.../naturalnonsense-friends-dont-let-friends-read-natural-news... 

Dec 23, 2016 - Dozens of science supporters have launched a grassroots New Year's resolution 

campaign against Natural News and its founder, Mike "Health 

Don't believe anything you read at Natural News | Grist 
https://grist.org/food/heres-whynatural-news-is-neither/ » 

Jul 29, 2014 - Last week, Mike Adams, whe calls himself the Health Ranger and runs the site Natural 

News, posted a truly insane article which seems to... 

naturalnews.com — Science-Based Medicine 
https://sciencebasedmedicine org/tag/naturalnews-com/ + 

Last week, in a surpnse move Google delisted Mike Adams’ Natural News website. Predictably, 

Adams immediately cried “Conspiracy!” and accused Google of 

Fig. 6.2. Example of the first step in reading laterally about 
Natural News 
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Plan Where to Go Next 

As they read laterally, the more successful participants in Wineburg and 
McGrew’s study were also committed to “taking bearings,” which involves 

makling] a plan for moving forward. Taking bearings is what sailors, 
aviators, and hikers do to plot their course toward a desired destina- 

tion. Although correct bearings do not guarantee that travelers will 

reach that destination, heading in the right direction substantially 

increases their chances. To take bearings, web searchers obviously 

don’t use a physical compass. But they need metaphorical compasses 

just as much as hikers need real ones. (37) 

Less successful study participants did not take bearings and instead en- 

gaged in vertical reading and what Wineburg and McGrew call “flutter- 

ing, aimlessly moving across the screen” (28). 

To practice taking our bearings, let’s use the Natural News example. 

When we plugged “Natural News” into Google to begin laterally reading 

about the site, we noticed that the sixth result and some beyond it raised 

questions about the credibility of the site. Let’s pursue those leads. Tak- 

ing our bearings includes developing a plan to move forward. To avoid 

fluttering, we want to keep this plan in mind and move ahead in a pur- 

poseful and strategic way. We can first make a list of the sites that sug- 

gested to us that Natural News may not be credible. The Google search 

returned three such sites (not including Wikipedia), which is sufficient in 

this context because each site discusses Natural News in detail. In other 

cases, you may need one or two more sources, for a total of four or five, 

to allow you to make a definitive evaluation of the site in question. In 

the Natural News example, the three results that most clearly question 

the site’s credibility are Snopes, Grist, and Forbes. 

Let’s begin with Snopes. You can read about Natural News on Snopes, 

but how do you know that Snopes is trustworthy? Read laterally! Do a 

search for “Snopes.com” and begin to read what other sites say about its 

reliability as a source. Continue to do so until you feel confident about 

whether you can trust Snopes. Then review your plan, which is the list of 

sources you are going to assess. 
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The next source is Grist. Don’t be tricked by its address, grist.org. 

Remember that it does not necessarily mean that the source is credible. 

Instead, stay on task and take a quick look at the story about Natural 

News that appears on Grist before moving outward to see what other 

sites say about Grist, as you did with Snopes, until you know that you 

either have or lack confidence in Grist as a source. Next, sticking to your 

plan, assess Forbes. At the end of your journey you should know whether 

you can trust these three sources, all of which indicate that Natural News 

is not credible. 

Understand Your Biases and 
Emotional Responses As You Read Laterally 

When you read, there is a lot going on in your brain. You are decoding the 

words and processing their meaning. You are also reacting to what you 

are reading, and in some cases that reaction will be a strong one. What 

you are reading might make you experience various emotions, including 

anger, fear, happiness, and sadness. It is important to be able to gauge 

your responses to sources because doing so gives you insight into your 

relation to a source. If you are going to evaluate a source fairly, you need 

to understand how your reaction to it might affect that evaluation. 

Bias 

You are likely familiar with the term bias. A bias is a prejudice in favor 

of or against one thing, person, or group when compared with another, 

usually in a way that is considered unfair. When you are biased, you are 

enacting this prejudice. Everyone has biases, whether we admit them or 

not. This chapter will teach you how to recognize your own biases, while 

chapter 7 will address how to recognize bias in what you read, listen to, 

and view. 

Jim Taylor, a professor of psychology, describes biases as “distor- 

tions.” He notes that historically they have served a purpose: “Biases 

must have had, at some point in our evolution, adaptive value. These 

distortions helped us to process information more quickly (e.g., stalking 

prey in the jungle), meet our most basic needs (e.g., help us find mates), 

and connect with others (e.g., be a part of a ‘tribe’).” He explains that in 
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our more complex world, however, “the biases that helped us survive in 
primitive times when life was much simpler (e.g., life goal: live through 
the day) and speed of a decision rightfully trumped its absolute accuracy” 
are not as helpful. Instead, “correctness of information, thoroughness of 

processing, precision of interpretation, and soundness of judgment are, 

in most situations today, far more important than the simplest and fast- 

est route to a judgment.” In other words, because our world has changed 

so much, biases are no longer necessary or even helpful in our daily lives 

the way they were in primitive times. In fact, biases can prevent you 

from thinking in open and deliberate ways, which your instructor will 

likely expect you to do in your writing. 

Biases become especially problematic when we are unaware of them, 

which can lead us to seek out information that continues to confirm our 

biases. This is called confirmation bias. Raymond S. Nickerson, a profes- 

sor of psychology, explains confirmation bias: “Once one has taken a 

position on an issue, one’s primary purpose becomes that of defending 

or justifying that position” (176). Thus “people tend to seek information 

that they consider supportive of favored hypotheses or existing beliefs 

and to interpret information in ways that are partial to those hypoth- 

eses or beliefs” (177). In other words, the very act of taking a position 

on an issue makes you single-mindedly committed to defending that 

position and to finding whatever evidence you can to support it. While 

it will be important for you to take a position in some of your writing 

assignments, you do not want to close yourself off to other positions 

or to evidence that conflicts with your position. In fact, acknowledging 

and responding to other positions and to evidence will help you develop 

more nuanced and complex positions. 

Even when people do not seek information that supports their ex- 

isting beliefs, the phenomenon of confirmation bias explains how they 

are able to find confirmation in evidence that opposes their beliefs. 

Foundational research on the subject demonstrates how people, even 

when confronted by evidence that disproves their position, “continue to 

reflect upon any information that suggests less damaging ‘alternative 

interpretations.’ Indeed, they may even come to regard the ambiguities 

and conceptual flaws in the data opposing their hypotheses as somehow 

suggestive of the fundamental correctness of those hypotheses” (Lord 

et al. 2099). In other words, “in everyday life .. . the mere availability of 
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contradictory evidence rarely seems sufficient to cause us to abandon our 

prior beliefs or theories” (Lord et al. 2108). As you consider the evidence 

you are finding, remain aware of the phenomenon of confirmation bias. 

Cognitive Dissonance 

Cognitive dissonance explains how people can believe conflicting posi- 

tions and act in simultaneously conflicting ways. Lawrence T. White, a 

professor of psychology, explains cognitive dissonance as follows: 

Psychological scientists have known for decades that we humans— 

and perhaps some primates—are motivated to maintain cognitive 

consistency. When we act in ways that are inconsistent with our atti- 

tudes and beliefs, we experience an aversive state of mental tension 

called cognitive dissonance. . . . Consider the teenager who starts 

smoking, even though she knows smoking causes cancer. Cognitive 

dissonance is a psychological consequence of that decision. Disso- 

nance is uncomfortable; it makes us feel like a hypocrite. So we take 

steps to eliminate the dissonance. We can change our behavior (OK, 

I stopped smoking) or we can change our belief (hey, the claims about 

cigarettes causing cancer are overblown). 

In the example above, a teenager starts smoking even though she knows 

smoking causes cancer. That teenager will find ways to justify or ratio- 

nalize her choice so that she feels OK about smoking, even though it 

causes cancer. She may tell herself that she won’t smoke for her whole 

life or will only smoke one cigarette a day. The point is that she will find 

ways to make herself feel good about her choice so that she doesn’t feel 

the dissonance between her choice and what she knows are the conse- 

quences of that choice. 

Let’s consider another example of cognitive dissonance. Suppose one 

of your classmates (we'll call her Jane) does not believe that we should be 

concerned about the environment. It is a presidential election year, and 

she does not support the leading presidential candidate’s proposed pro- 

grams that give tax credits to drivers who trade in gas-guzzling trucks 

and SUVs for a more efficient vehicle or to homeowners who install solar 

panels to make their homes more energy efficient. Even though Jane 
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does not vote for the candidate, the candidate wins. Within a year of the 
candidate's election, Jane has taken advantage of both programs. She 
walks away with a hefty tax credit for trading in her SUV and installing 
solar panels. 

The theory of cognitive dissonance explains how Jane, on the one 
hand, votes against a candidate for developing efficient-energy programs 

but, on the other hand, takes advantage of those programs for personal 

gain. According to the theory, Jane will find a way to justify her actions. 

As you develop your source-driven projects, remain aware of inconsisten- 

cies in your thinking and attempts to justify and compensate for them. 

Motivated Reasoning 

Motivated reasoning explains the impulse to scrutinize ideas more care- 

fully when we don't like them than when we do like them. This means 

that if we already believe something and are prompted to question it, we 

will not do so. On the other hand, if we don’t believe something, we are 

more likely to look for flaws in its logic. Motivated reasoning also means 

that more and greater persuasion is needed to get people to change their 

mind (Petersen 1097). In other words, people are naturally inclined to 

believe what they want to believe, and so it is difficult to get people to 

change their minds. As the social psychologist Peter Ditto details: “Mo- 

tivated reasoning is a pervasive tendency of human cognition. . . . Peo- 

ple are capable of being thoughtful and rational, but our wishes, hopes, 

fears and motivations often tip the scales to make us more likely to ac- 

cept something as true if it supports what we want to believe” (Weir). As 

a researcher, writer, and thinker, you will want to be aware of this ten- 

dency to more readily accept ideas because they are consistent with your 

own. You will want to treat ideas that are consistent with your own ideas 

the same way that you would treat ideas inconsistent with them, and 

you need to address both to develop complex and sophisticated projects. 

Information Avoidance 

Like the concepts mentioned above, information avoidance, another 

psychological phenomenon, is worth keeping in mind as you conduct 

your searches. Information avoidance is defined as “any behavior in- 

tended to prevent or delay the acquisition of available but potentially 
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unwanted information.” It can take many forms—for example, “ask- 

ing someone not to reveal information, physically leaving a situation to 

avoid learning information, or simply failing to take the necessary steps 

to reveal the content of information” (Sweeny et al. 341). You can prob- 

ably think of a time when you practiced information avoidance. Maybe 

you didn’t want to think about a class you were afraid you were failing 

and so didn’t check your grades online. Or maybe you refused to make 

an appointment for a test recommended by your doctor since it might 

have revealed that you were sick. The potential consequences of avoid- 

ing information depend, of course, on what kind of information you are 

avoiding. If you are avoiding viewpoints on a subject that challenge your 

own viewpoints, then one of the consequences could be that you appear 

closed-minded and miss the opportunity to think more complexly and 

fairly about a subject. This could be a problem when it comes to your 

writing and research assignments, for which you will likely be expected 

to engage and address opposing viewpoints. Avoiding information that 

conflicts with your own ideas will also likely pose problems for you out- 

side school. If you are unwilling to entertain other peoples’ viewpoints, 

whether in social situations, in the community, or in the workplace, you 

lose opportunities to engage in conversations that could expose you to 

and help you understand different perspectives on a given subject. 

Recognize Psychological Phenomena 
As You Read 

Bias, cognitive dissonance, motivated reasoning, and information avoid- 

ance are some of the well-documented devices our brains use to protect 

our belief systems. Such devices may have evolved as survival strategies: 

motivated reasoning, for example, likely developed to “shield against 

manipulation” (Petersen 1097). Today, however, such protections con- 

strain our ability to consider other perspectives and thus to develop new 

ideas. Although it’s not always easy to do so, being aware of how these 

psychological phenomena limit you may help you counteract them and 

evolve as a thinker. 

You can develop awareness by answering the following questions 

about what you read, hear, or see online: 
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* What was your first reaction to the material? 

> Do you feel like challenging or confirming it? 

* Do you feel compelled to share it with others? 

Learn to recognize when you have strong emotional responses, whether 

positive or negative, because they cue these psychological phenomena 
to kick in. 

% TRY IT 

1. Understand what it means to read laterally. 

Write a short summary describing the concept of reading laterally. What 

does one do while reading laterally? How is reading laterally different 

from reading vertically? What are thought to be the advantages of read- 

ing laterally? 

2. Practice reading laterally. 

Choose a Web site and evaluate its credibility by reading laterally. First, 

take your bearings and develop a plan. Then execute that plan. Where 

does your journey take you? What did you find out? Do you feel confi- 

dent enough to offer an evaluation of the Web site? What evidence have 

you gathered to support your evaluation? 

3. Practice recognizing your emotional responses to sources. 

Go to the Web site of a group, organization, or political party with which 

you disagree. As you read the materials on the site, keep track of how 

you are responding emotionally to what you are reading. Does what you 

are feeling seem to exemplify one (or more) of the phenomena described 

in this chapter? Explain. 

4, Address the implications of psychological phenomena on your 

research. 

If you are involved in a research project, choose one of the psychological 

phenomena described in this chapter and anticipate the effect it could 

have on that project. 
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the Credibility of Sources 

RELATED APPENDIX ACTIVITIES: 2.2, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3 

This chapter looks in more depth at how the credibility—that is, the 

trustworthiness—of a source can be determined by reading laterally, or 

across the Web from site to site. It’s important to understand that cred- 

ibility is not stable. The credibility of an author, for example, can change 

over time. If someone was an expert on real estate ten years ago but has 

not kept up with relevant trends in the field, the person is no longer a 

credible source of information on real estate. Or perhaps a news publica- 

tion used to win awards but has become lax in its adherence to sound 

journalistic practices. As a result, this publication's credibility has likely 

plummeted. This chapter addresses credibility as a complex concept, but 

one that should enter into your assessment of sources. 

Exploring an Author’s Credibility 

One of the elements that can support your assessment of a source is 

whether the author is trustworthy. Author here is a catchall term for 

the person or organization that created the source youre evaluating, 

whether the source is textual (like a news article), visual (like a video), 

or audio (like a podcast). While it’s comforting to think that an author 

is either credible or not credible, this way of thinking oversimplifies 

things. For example, let’s say you are researching heart disease. You find 

a blog post published on the personal Web site of a doctor who is a gen- 

eral practitioner—the kind of doctor you would visit if you had a cold or 

the flu—about treating patients with heart disease. That doctor may be 
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credible in some contexts, since she went to medical school and likely 
has some experience working with patients with heart disease. But as 
the author of an informally published post on heart disease, a post that 
did not undergo review, she is not credible as an expert on the subject. 

More credible would be a peer-reviewed article in an academic journal 

written by a cardiologist—that is, a doctor with expertise in the treat- 
ment of heart diseases. 

In other cases, authors may not be credible because they aren’t up- 

to-date with research in their field, no matter how significantly they 

previously contributed to that field. For example, a researcher who made 

a groundbreaking discovery about genetic diseases in 1998 may not have 

been in a laboratory in fifteen years, which could affect her credibility 

when it comes to current information about genetic diseases. The point 

is that expertise itself is contextual. A person may be an expert in a spe- 

cific field but not others or may have been an expert at one time but has 

since lost expertise as the field has changed. Reading laterally about the 

author by moving from site to site on the Web will help you determine 

the extent to which the author’s background, schooling, experience, and 

other credentials are trustworthy for your purposes. 

You can also use Google Scholar to help you determine the credibility 

of an academic author. If you search Google Scholar for an author and ar- 

ticle, you can find information on how often that article has been cited 

by others. A high number of citations is usually (although not always) 

a good indicator that authors are credible. A high number of citations 

may not be a good indicator of credibility, however, if the author is con- 

troversial and many of the citations actually debunk her or his theories. 

Also, you don’t want to automatically assume that authors lack credibil- 

ity if their articles have not been cited by many others. There are many 

reasons why this may happen: the author's articles may be new, may be 

on a very specific subject, may not have been indexed yet by Google, or 

may have been indexed incorrectly. In other words, don’t just trust the 

numbers you find. The number of citations can give you some insight 

but should be considered alongside other information you collect about 

the author. 
The Web site on which you find an author’s work will also often 

provide information about the author. Sometimes you can click on the 
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author’s name to learn more. Other times, there will be an About sec- 

tion that will provide this information. Keep in mind that this section 

may be a useful starting point but that you will still want to read later- 

ally to develop a comprehensive view of the author. The author’s own 

Web site, the publisher’s Web site, or the information about the author 

provided by the platform making the work available (usually supplied 

by the author or publisher) is likely to be biased in favor of the author’s 

credibility. 

Finally, like all of us, authors have biases. They have their own polit- 

ical beliefs, worldviews, values, professional and personal commitments, 

and life experiences that will necessarily influence what they write. It’s 

important to recognize these biases as you are assessing an author's 

credibility so that you are aware of how they inform the author’s ideas. 

Exploring a Source’s Credibility 
through Publication Context 

Context plays an important role in whether you should believe a source 

(though, certainly, there are objective facts that can be scientifically 

proved and that hold true across circumstances). The sources you locate 

will often be contained in a larger publication like a newspaper, aca- 

demic journal, or Web site. The larger publication may have biases that 

will impact the credibility of its sources. The sources may be published 

by an organization that advocates for a particular cause or constituency, 

that espouses a political ideology, or that is funded or even owned by 

people intent on advancing an agenda instead of allowing contributors 

to have independence from that agenda. 

Bias is especially important to consider with news sources, which 

ideally aim to be objective. In chapter 6, you read about how your biases 

can affect how you understand the world around you and your willing- 

ness to see things from other perspectives. Sources have biases too, and 

being aware of them will help you assess the credibility of what you 
find online. 

Remember to read laterally to evaluate sources: What do other sites 

tend to say about the publication or site that published the source? Is 
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the source considered to lean toward one ideological viewpoint? Are the 
publishers or owners of the publication said to influence its content and 
perspective? From there you can begin to piece together the biases of the 
larger context within which your source appears. Once you do so, you'll 

then want to ask yourself how these biases affect whether the source you 
have chosen is credible within the context of your project. 

Let’s consider an example. A Web site that is selling wooden cutting 
boards posts an article from Cook’s Magazine about how wooden cutting 

boards are better than plastic cutting boards. The article’s argument 

for using wooden. cutting boards is that wood is a material known for 

its natural resistance to bacteria and, therefore, is not as susceptible as 

plastic to containing foodborne bacteria like salmonella. In other words, 

wooden cutting boards are safer than plastic ones. This piece from Cook’s 

Magazine may very well be credible, but its presence on a site that is try- 

ing to sell you wooden cutting boards, a site that is clearly biased toward 

wood, should make you stop and think about how this bias might affect 

the article’s credibility. In other words, you want to check out not only 

the credibility of the article and the magazine that originally published 

it by reading laterally but also the site that republished the article (in 

this case, a commercial site selling the product written about). Doing so 

will help you assess the article’s credibility. 

Let’s look at an example of how to recognize bias when you are try- 

ing to learn about your sources. Perhaps you are writing a paper about 

successful strategies for business growth and use several quotations by 

a man named John Sniffern, the CEO of a big company, and you need 

to make sure that Sniffern is a credible source. You go to Sniffern’s per- 

sonal page on the company’s Web site. It describes all of Sniffern’s ac- 

complishments, awards, and contributions to the company. Plus, there 

is a link to the company newsletter, where Sniffern is featured in a long, 

detailed cover story about his role in the growth of the company. All of 

this sounds very promising, and Sniffern comes off as credible, but think 

about how these sources—Sniffern’s personal page on the company’s 

Web site and the article about him in the company newsletter—are 

biased. It is in his company’s best interest to paint its CEO in a positive 

light, celebrate his accomplishments, and point out his achievements. 

Sniffern may be credible, but these sources cannot be trusted because 
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they are biased toward Sniffern. The personal page and company news- 

letter may be a place to start, but you would want to move outward from 

them and read laterally about Sniffern, from sources beyond his own 

company’s, to gain multiple and more objective perspectives on him and 

the ideas he espouses. Maybe you find that he’s won numerous awards, 

has been published in prestigious business journals, and has run other 

companies successfully using the same time-tested strategies. 

Let’s consider one final example. Perhaps you are interested in going 

skydiving and want to bring your brother along. Your brother is not as 

adventurous as you are and is scared to skydive. You send your brother 

to the Web site of the skydiving company, which addresses this common 

concern by assuring its readers (and potential customers) that fatalities 

and injuries while skydiving are uncommon. Is this company’s Web site 

credible? Should your brother trust this information? The company may 

be offering accurate information, but remember that it is biased in favor 

of skydiving since that’s what the company is selling. In other words, it is 

not in the company’s interest to perpetuate your brother's fears, or your 

brother won't want to go skydiving. Alternatively, let’s say that there is 

no information on the company’s Web site about skydiving safety con- 

cerns. This shows bias, too. This kind of bias is called bias by omission. 

By leaving that information out, the company is showing its bias by not 

wanting to perpetuate fears about skydiving that may prevent you from 

purchasing the company’s services. Either way, it is problematic to rely 

on this company’s Web site for information about how safe skydiving is. 

Where can your brother go instead of the company’s Web site to find the 

most accurate information? 

Chapter 5 encourages you to find the primary source, but a primary 

source is not always available. In this case, your brother might look into 

whether there is an unbiased reference source, a secondary source, con- 

taining information about skydiving fatalities and injuries. Perhaps 

there is an organization that offers more credible information because 

it does not have a direct stake in whether someone skydives. Moving 

away from the company’s Web site, you can look for a Web site along 

these lines. The Web site of a nonprofit organization like the United 

States Parachute Association (USPA) is likely a more credible source of 
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this information, although it would be naive to think that such an orga- 
nization has no financial stake in skydiving. Additional and potentially 
more objective information may be found through the United States De- 
partment of Transportation’s Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), 
which regulates airspace usage. The FAA explains that 

sport parachuting has certain inherent risks for all participants. 

The FAA encourages sport parachutists to complete formal training 

courses offered by nationally recognized organizations or organi- 

zations that have equivalent training programs. The United States 

Parachute Association (USPA) is an FAA-accepted, nationally recog- 

nized skydiving organization that licenses skydivers in the United 

States. ... The USPA developed basic safety requirements and infor- 

mation for skydiving activities. These requirements and informa- 

tion are for training, checking equipment, and conducting a wide 

variety of sport parachuting activities. (2-3) 

Whether you choose to rely on the information about skydiving safety 

you find on the USPA’s site or the FAA's site, both are likely to be less 

biased than the information you find on a site that is selling skydiving 

trips. Moving away from the company’s Web site and reading laterally to 

find other Web sites that may be less biased will be important in assess- 

ing the credibility of a source. 

Recognizing Bias: A Closer Look 

In the example about skydiving above, bias emerges in two ways. First, 

we can recognize that the company’s Web site is biased toward skydiving 

because it is selling skydiving trips. Because of these commercial inter- 

ests, the site is probably not the best source for objective information 

about how safe skydiving is. Second, if the site does not contain any in- 

formation at all about the safety of skydiving, we can say that the source 

is biased by omission because it leaves out this information altogether. 

Recognizing bias is important because you cannot make informed 

decisions if the information you rely on isn’t credible. Remember that 
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we are all biased in some way, and so too, to greater or lesser degrees, are 

our expressions. 

Forms Bias Takes 

Below is a list of the forms bias can take in a source. Keep these in 

mind as you read, listen, and watch material online and in other digital 

environments. 

OMISSION 

Bias by omission, as discussed above, occurs when a source leaves out in- 

formation that is relevant to the subject. The omitted information may 

conflict with the source’s argument or may comprise quotations from 

experts or sources that have a different (and perhaps opposite) perspec- 

tive on the subject. Even pertinent facts or statistics might be omitted. 

Simply put, bias by omission involves leaving out any information that 

does not support the position or goal of the source. In the case of bias by 

omission, what that source doesn’t say is the key to recognizing its bias. 

SELECTION 

Whether you are engaging with a news story or reading sources for a re- 

search project, your sources will often quote other sources. You can rec- 

ognize the bias of your source by paying attention to the other sources 

it quotes. Like in bias by omission, some sources will quote only sources 

that support their points instead of quoting sources with different per- 

spectives on the subject. This shows bias. Similarly, if the source quotes 

experts, it is important to pay attention to what those experts say. Do 

they all share the same ideas, positions, and beliefs? If so, this may re- 

veal the source’s bias because the source does not include competing 

ideas, positions, and beliefs. This may suggest that the source’s argu- 

ment cannot stand up to opposing viewpoints or scrutiny of its methods 

and evidence. You also want to pay attention to the experts’ affiliations, 

meaning that you should notice where they work, what their position 

is, and what groups (including political parties) they are affiliated with. 

Determining if the source includes more experts and sources that sup- 

port one perspective over another can help you evaluate a source’s bias. 
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EMPHASIS 

Bias by emphasis can take various forms, but the underlying idea is that 
a source shows its bias by highlighting a specific perspective while down- 
playing other perspectives. For example, a news Web site might give visi- 
bility to stories that favor one political perspective by giving those stories 

better placement and bigger headlines and by publishing more of them. 

What to Look For 

Paying close attention to the language of what you are reading, viewing, 

or listening to can also reveal bias. Keep an eye out for the following: 

OVERSTATEMENTS AND GENERALIZATIONS 

The words a source uses can reveal its biases. For example words like 

always, never, all, and none can lead to statements that are not true be- 

cause they generalize or go too far. Such statements can indicate a bias 

because they do not leave space for other perspectives on the subject. 

You have likely heard many generalizations. Maybe you have heard that 

all girls like dolls or all rich people are greedy. Notice that all it takes is 

one girl who doesn't like a doll and one rich person who isn’t greedy to 

show that these generalizations are untrue. If the word all was not in- 

cluded in these sentences, the generalization would be implied. Implicit 

or explicit, the generalization works the same way in both instances. 

Still, scanning for words that can lead to overstatements like those 

listed above can quickly draw your attention to moments when an au- 

thor may be overstating the case. When it comes to bias, statements that 

go too far can alert you that the source you are reading is biased toward 

a specific point of view. 

LOADED WORDS 

As you notice word choice, also pay attention to the use of what are called 

loaded words, charged words, or emotionally charged words. These types of 

words are intended to evoke a feeling or emotion. Their use is an example 

of pathos (described in chapter 5) and can indicate a source’s bias. The 

goal of loaded or charged words is to create a reaction in you, whether 

positive or negative. For example, if you call someone accomplished or an 
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overachiever, you are basically saying the same thing, but the term over- 

achiever is loaded. It carries a negative connotation by suggesting that 

the achieving is excessive and thus indicates potential bias against the 

person it describes. 

LABELING 

Paying attention to how other sources and experts are described, or 

labeled, in your sources provides insight into bias. Like loaded words, 

labels often evoke a reaction. The kinds of labels used vary widely. You 

may notice labels like conservative, liberal, feminist, or politician. Keep in 

mind that many such labels are not biased in and of themselves. Instead, 

it’s how a source uses them, as well as who gets labeled and who doesn't, 

that is important to observe. For example, imagine that a controversial 

speaker came to your school, and some of the students challenged his 

presence, and the local newspaper wrote about it. Paying attention to 

how those students are labeled could help you detect bias. Are they called 

protestors or troublemakers? The term protesters has a more neutral con- 

notation, perhaps even a positive one, while the term troublemakers has 

a negative connotation. Notice also the labels attached to the speaker. Is 

he described using political labels such as conservative or liberal or maybe 

even a more loaded label like extremist? Are political labels used to de- 

scribe one side and not the other? Noticing the role of labels can help 
reveal the bias in what you read, listen to, and watch. 

Understanding Media Bias 

Part of judging the credibility of information and news you find online 

involves understanding its source. This has become increasingly difficult 

because there are so many media outlets that produce news and other 

information. While media outlets rarely identify themselves as liberal- 

or conservative-leaning, how they have reported various news stories 

over the years suggests their political biases. Figure 7.1 lays out one way 

of thinking about the most popular media outlets in terms of bias, locat- 

ing the liberal-leaning outlets to the left and the conservative-leaning 

outlets to the right. The horizontal access shows the potential bias of 

each outlet, while the vertical axis notes whether the outlet has a repu- 

tation for producing quality, credible news. This chart is seen as contro- 
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Fig. 7.1. Media bias chart, by Ad Fontes Media 

versial by some people because of its classifications, and you, too, may 

disagree with the way some of the media outlets have been classified. 

Still, this chart may be a useful tool as you consider the potential biases 

in your sources. Whether you are relying on sources for a research paper 

or simply to back up your own opinion on a subject, you can pay atten- 

tion to where your sources are located on this chart. If all your sources 

fall in one area on the chart you will likely want to consider incorporat- 

ing sources located in other areas of the chart in order to offer a more 

balanced approach to your subject. You can read about the methodology 

behind this chart, as well as the ongoing research supporting it, at www 

.adfontesmedia.com/intro-to-the-media-bias-chart/. 

What about the Credibility 
of Wikipedia and Other Wikis? 

When you search the Web, Wikipedia will often show up in your results 

_ toward the top of the list. Wikipedia—like all wikis—is a collaboratively 
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written site that allows for the direct posting of content. Wikis may be 

private (which only certain people can contribute to) or public (which 

anyone can contribute to). The process for vetting information on wikis 

varies, typically occurs after publication, and in some cases is nonexis- 

tent. While you may have been told by your teachers never to use Wiki- 

pedia, there is really no reason to stay away from the site. The key to 

using Wikipedia productively is understanding how it works and when 

to use it. Because wikis, including Wikipedia, can be edited by anyone 

at any moment and thus the content may not have been verified by the 

community when you see it, you need to be careful about believing the 

material you find on wikis. As the MLA Handbook notes, “Be sure to read 

the pages accompanying a Wikipedia entry, which give its history and the 

editors’ discussions about it, since that information shows how the en- 

try evolved and where the controversy in your subject lies” (12). As long 

as you approach Wikipedia with this in mind, it can be a valuable place to 

begin research—or to do what Randall McClure calls presearch—in order 

to get a broad sense of the subject and some useful and credible sources. 

But you should never end your research with Wikipedia or another wiki. 

Instead, use such sites at the very beginning stages of your research to 

gather basic information and sources and then move on to more credible 

sources. 

Recognizing Misinformation 

and Disinformation 

One of the principles that informs this guide is that being digitally lit- 

erate will help you recognize misinformation and disinformation so 

that you can determine when information is credible. While the terms 

misinformation and disinformation are sometimes used interchangeably, 

they do not mean the same thing. While both terms describe informa- 

tion that is factually incorrect, the difference between the two is intent. 

As described in chapter 1, disinformation involves maliciously spread- 

ing wrong information, while misinformation is not spread with mali- 

cious intent. For example, you may have been misinformed about the 

deadline for registering for a promotion at your local movie theater, but 
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it is doubtful that the representative at the theater spread incorrect in- 
formation on purpose. That representative may have been misinformed 
and passed on that incorrect information to you. 

A term you have probably heard that is meant to characterize dis- 

information is fake news. In fact, in 2017 a Google search for “fake news” 

yielded about five million hits. That’s because in the months leading up 

to the United States’ 2016 presidential election, the term fake news be- 

gan circulating widely after being used in BuzzFeed by the journalists 

Craig Silverman and Lawrence Alexander (Silverman; Silverman and Al- 

exander). They noticed that fabricated news stories about the presiden- 

tial election were appearing on a handful of Web sites, which could all be 

traced to Veles, Macedonia. The teenagers who created these Web sites 

saw the sites’ popularity grow quickly and realized that they could make 

a lot of money from advertisers if the stories were shared widely on so- 

cial media platforms. All in all, Silverman and Alexander found nearly 

two hundred of these sites trafficking in purely made-up news, most of 

which (although not all) revolved around the upcoming presidential elec- 

tion. The term fake news, however, is controversial: in fact, some people 

believe that it has been used to pit one political group against another 

and prefer the term false news. 

Although the term fake news has currency—and may even have 

“gained an extra layer of meaning” in recent years according to one dic- 

tionary editor (Steinmetz)—it is worth remembering that fake news 

isn’t a new or specifically American phenomenon. Satire, parody, pro- 

paganda, and false and misleading “news” stories have been around for 

hundreds of years (a point that the short reading “Fake News Has Long 

Held a Role in American History,” included at the end of this chapter, 

makes). Fake news may sound like a simple concept, but it’s in fact dif- 

ficult to recognize and describe. As Claire Wardle explains: “[T]he term 

fake doesn’t begin to describe the complexity of the different types of 

misinformation (the inadvertent sharing of false information) and dis- 

information (the deliberate creation and sharing of information known 

to be false)” (“Fake News”). 

According to Wardle, there are three things worth paying attention 

to when it comes to news and information more generally: “the different 

types of content” (false, manipulated, and so on) and how the content 
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was developed, the reason for its creation, and the method of sharing 

(“Fake News”). Figure 7.2 shows how these elements work together. As 

you can see, content might be made up, used to give an incorrect impres- 

sion, delivered by a source that is not what it claims to be, or intended as 

satire or parody (as in The Onion, which may nonetheless mislead some- 

one who fails to get the joke). 

Figure 7.2 identifies other important aspects worth noticing when 

engaging with content—namely, whether it has been manipulated or 

put in an incorrect relation to other information. For example, the con- 

text may be false or the connections among the headlines, captions, and 

content may be inaccurate. Consider an article you might find on an en- 

tertainment news Web site. The headline promises a story about “Celeb- 

rities That Died without Anyone Knowing” and is accompanied by a pho- 

tograph of a current celebrity who is (as far as you know) still living. The 

combination of the headline and picture suggest that the celebrity has 

died. Clicking on the article, however, you find out that the piece doesn’t 

even mention that celebrity and, further, that the deaths mentioned in 

the article have, in fact, been reported widely. This is an example where 

the headline and photograph don’t accurately represent the story at- 

FIRSTDRAFT 7 TYPES OF MIS- AND DISINFORMATION 

ay = 
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Fig. 7.2. Types of misinformation and disinformation. © 2017 by First Draft 
director Claire Wardle, PhD. Used with permission. 
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tached to them. As discussed in chapter 10, articles like these can also be 
categorized as clickbait because they rely on sensational headlines that 
are not supported by the story you'll find once you click on the headline. 

Getting people to click on an article is not the only reason information 

might be put in an incorrect relation to other information: when inten- 

tionally done, the goal is to mislead, for any reason. 

It is perhaps more difficult to determine whether something has 

been taken out of context and therefore may not be trustworthy. While 

a photograph or video may be real, the context within which it is being 

presented may not be accurate. When photographs or videos are particu- 

larly dramatic, they often go viral and lack context. For example, a video 

of the 2018 Thai cave rescue operation of a team of youth soccer players 

that went viral turned out to be footage from a cave dive in 2012 filmed 

in Wisconsin. The video had not been manipulated, but the context had. 

Chapter 9 will give you some tools and strategies for conducting reverse 

searches to determine the origins of online images and videos. 

Digital media and related technologies allow disinformation to be 

created with ease and to spread widely and quickly. Yet recent studies 

show that human beings are still the primary reason for the spread of 

disinformation. One such study looked at the circulation of true and 

false news online and found that “contrary to conventional wisdom, 

robots accelerated the spread of true and false news at the same rate, 

implying that false news spreads more than the truth because humans, 

not robots, are more likely to spread it.” The researchers conclude that 

“human behavior contributes more to the differential spread of falsity 

and truth than automated robots do” and advise that “understanding 

how false news spreads is the first step toward containing it” (Vosoughi 

et al. 1146). In other words, understanding how disinformation spreads 

can help you limit its spread. 

@ TRY IT 

1. Practice determining an author’s credibility. 

Locate the author of something you are reading for a class or for plea- 

sure. Read laterally to determine the author’s credibility as it relates to 
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the text you are reading. What kind of sources did you find? What do the 

sources you found reveal about the author? Is the author credible when it 

comes to the subject she or he is writing about? 

2. Practice determining sources’ biases. 

Imagine you are writing a history of your hometown. Begin conducting 

a search for publications that will help you do so. Keep track of the po- 

tential biases of the sources you find. For example, what biases might an 

advertisement for your hometown have? 

3. Pay attention to an author’s word choice. 

Read the following word pairs and indicate which is the more loaded 

choice. Explain why. 

cabin shack 

calmed neutralized 

exploit benefit from 

adventure escapade 

selective picky 

confident arrogant 

vintage old 

4. Notice labeling. 

Read the following paragraph and make a list of all of the labels used 

in it. Then, write a short piece about the biases that these labels may 

indicate. 

A recent survey conducted by a nonpartisan polling organization in- 

dicates that there remains a bias against hiring women to work in 

scientific fields. The study reported on the hiring practices of five 

different universities. Hiring committees composed of both male 

and female scientists read twenty applications for a position as a re- 

searcher in one of the campus laboratories. The applications were 

exactly the same except half had traditionally male names on them 

and the other half had traditionally female names on them. In all 

instances—at all five universities—the male applicants were ranked 

over the female applicants despite containing the same information. 
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John Delgone, chair of the biology department at Harsen Univer- 
sity, one of the institutions that participated in the study, explained, 
“This study clearly shows that we must review our own biases in the 
sciences and strive to diversify our field.” Dan Browning, director 
of the Human Genome Institute at another one of the participating 

universities, similarly noted, “I deeply regret how this played out. I 

did not expect that the applications from females would be treated 

any differently, but the study shows otherwise. We must look in- 

side ourselves and really think about what this says about our field.” 

Feminist Dana Lyons, who teaches in the physics department at 

another participating school, responded to the study noting that it 

“underscores that bias and prejudice against women are still alive 

and well.” Apologizing for his role in what he sees as “sexism at its 

worst,” Lars Norgun, professor of physics, noted, “I will address the 

findings of this study with members of future hiring committees so 

this doesn’t happen again.” 

5. Explore Wikipedia. 

Go to an entry of your choice on Wikipedia. Read the entry and then re- 

view any available footnotes or bibliography entries. Choose one cred- 

ible source (determining its credibility by reading laterally) and compare 

it to the Wikipedia entry. What does Wikipedia get right and what does it 

get wrong? 

ge READ ABOUT IT 

In this chapter you read about misinformation and disinformation, as 

well as the use of the term fake news to describe disinformation. With 

that section in mind, now read Steven Seidenberg’s “Fake News Has 

Long Held a Role in American History” and answer the questions follow- 

ing the selection. 

Steven Seidenberg is an attorney and freelance reporter. In “Fake News Has Long 

Held a Role in American History,” Seidenberg considers early manifestations of fake 

news and similar phenomena. He traces the role of fake news in the success of the 

previously fledgling Sun newspaper, the presidential election of 1800, and the Spanish- 

American War. 
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Fake News Has Long Held a Role in American History 
Steven Seidenberg 

Fake news has a long history in America. Benjamin Franklin intentionally 

published stories alleging that the British paid Native Americans to scalp 

men, women and children in the rebellious colonies. During the conten- 

tious election of 1800, Federalist newspapers tried to keep people from 

voting for Thomas Jefferson by running fake stories of his death. 

In the early days of the republic, however, people's expectations for 

news stories were quite different from today. 

“The notion of objectivity as we think of it today didn’t exist in the 

early 19th century. Instead, there was a long history of newspapers being 

supported by political patronage,” says journalism professor Barbara 

Friedman of the University of North Carolina. ‘‘Political parties consid- 

ered newspapers as extensions of what they did. They were tools. The 

point was to discredit and even savage the opponent with falsehoods.” 

The partisan-funded press faded away in the 1830s, but fake news 

continued in a different form: The new penny press lied about sensa- 

tional events to entertain readers. 

The penny press needed readers because they were not funded by 

political parties. The first of these papers, the New York Sun, published 

“lots of crime stories, sports stories, local stories, gossip and rumors,” 

says Matthew Goodman, author of a book on the newspaper and its 

times, The Sun and the Moon. “It created the template for the good tab- 

loid papers of today.” 

To boost circulation, the penny press was more than willing to use 

deliberate falsehoods that exaggerated and embellished events. In 1836, 

New York City newspapers ran a series of widely read articles on the 

murder of Helen Jewett, an upscale prostitute, and the subsequent trial 

of her alleged killer The story was sensational, and the newspapers made 

it more so, thanks to doses of intentionally false details, 

“James Gordon Bennett [editor of the New York Herald] visited the 

crime scene numerous times,’ Friedman says, ‘and wrote very florid 

prose about Helen Jewett and the seedy world she occupied, which was 

foreign and fascinating to the audience. Some of the things he wrote were 

made up. His coverage was embellished for the sake of entertainment.” 
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Sex, Lies and Man-Bats 

If such falsehoods were exposed, readers at the time were not upset, as 
demonstrated by what may be the most famous newspaper hoax of all 
time. In 1835, the Sun ran a series of six articles claiming an astronomer, 

using a new, high-powered telescope, had discovered life on the moon. 

The astronomer had found no such thing, but that didn’t stop the fledg- 

ling Sun, which was desperate for readers, 

As the series progressed, the supposed fauna and flora on the moon 

became increasingly lurid and sensational. “There were veiled bison, 

something that looked like a unicorn and biped beavers that walked on 

their hind legs, had discovered the secret of fire and built huts. 

The final installment had the greatest creature of all: man-bats that 

talked, flew, built temples and fornicated in public, which drew a great 

deal of consternation among the Sun's readers,’ Goodman says. 

Thanks to this moon hoax, the Sun went from a struggling upstart to the 

most widely read newspaper in the world. Then a rival newspaper revealed 

that all of the Sun's stories about life on the moon were a lie. The Sun's 

rivals expected this would kill the paper. They were totally wrong. 

“The Sun's circulation never went back down,’ Goodman says. “The 

public tipped their hats, said, “You did a masterful job of entertaining us,’ 

and didn’t turn against the Sun.” 

That's because Americans at the time held a different view of what 

news media were supposed to do. “A large purpose of the newspaper 

was to entertain. The papers printed stories and jokes. There was not 

the same bright line between fact and fiction that we expect in our 

newspapers today,’ Goodman says. 

Even in the late !800s—when investigative journalism came to the 

fore, and newspapers such as the New York Times began to champion 

objective journalism—fake news continued. 

In the run-up to the Spanish-American War, William Randolph 

Hearst’s newspapers ran fabricated stories in order to goad America 

into war and imperial expansion. 

Hearst's papers falsely claimed Spanish officials in Cuba were com- 

mitting atrocities, such as strip-searching American women. Hearst's 

reporters wrote about the horrible suffering of the Cuban people— 

before those reporters had arrived in Cuba. Conditions in Cuba were 

bad, and Spanish rule was harsh, but Hearst embellished the facts. 
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“There was not due diligence in the coverage, and Hearst certainly 

had an agenda,” says journalism professor Rachel Davis Mersey of North- 

western University. 

Hearst's fake news wasn't solely responsible for pushing the United 

States into the Spanish-American War, but it was a factor in bringing 

about the war. 

“Fake news inflamed the passion of readers, including politicians,” 

many of whom wanted war, Friedman says. 

This article appeared in the July 2017 issue of the ABA Journal with the 

headline ‘Yesterday's [Fake] News.” Reprinted with permission from the 

ABA Journal. © 2018, ABA Journal. All rights reserved. License #53530. 

“Fake News Has Long Held a Role” Reading Questions 

1. This reading discusses fake news from a historical perspective. 

What does this historical perspective help us understand about our 

contemporary moment and the role of disinformation in it? Why 

does this matter? 

2. In this article, fake news is described as a factor in bringing about 

the Spanish-American War. List a few contemporary examples of 

the consequences of the spread of disinformation. 

3. Seidenberg notes that when intentional falsehoods in the news 

were exposed, “readers at the time were not upset.” How do you feel 

or would you feel if you found out that the news you read was inten- 

tionally fabricated? 
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with Your Sources 

RELATED APPENDIX ACTIVITIES: 3.2, 3.3 

So far, this book has mainly focused on how you locate and assess 

sources: the first steps in any research process, whether you're writing a 

paper for class or trying to answer an everyday question. At some point 

you will need to do something with your sources. For example, you might 

be asked to respond to your sources, challenge the ideas in your sources, 

use your sources to support your ideas, synthesize your sources, or com- 

pare and contrast your sources. While your instructor will likely provide 

you with various assignments and prompts, this chapter addresses some 

of the most common ways students are expected to engage with sources. 

How to Use Sources 

If someone asked you why you cite sources, you would likely say to sup- 

port your points. Sources can certainly be used to bolster your points, 

but there is a range of other ways that sources can be used. This list 

reviews some of those ways so that you can think more complexly about 

how the sources you have located can be used in your projects. Consider 

using your sources to 

* expand and enrich your own ideas about the subject 

* complicate and challenge your own ideas about the subject 

* identify differences between your ideas and the source's ideas 

« define key terms related to the subject 

* offer background information on the subject 

+ juxtapose ideas from multiple sources to produce new knowledge 
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+ introduce a new perspective or way of framing the subject 

- show that your writing doesn’t depend only on opinion 

- establish your credibility 

* meet the expectations and conventions of your discipline 

In figure 8.1 at the end of this chapter an excerpt from a sample essay 

on deforestation shows how sources may be used in some of these ways. 

Synthesize Your Sources 

In addition to using sources individually in the ways listed above, your 

instructor may expect you to synthesize your sources. To synthesize 

means to bring together. Thus, synthesizing sources means bringing 

sources together. You usually bring together sources on the same subject 

to explore that subject more deeply. Your instructor may also ask that 

you find a place for your own ideas as you synthesize your sources. You 

may be asked to respond to the sources or to develop a thesis statement 

that will guide your synthesis. 

To synthesize your sources, you will need to understand what each 

source says. You can refer to the strategies in chapter 5, which will sup- 

port your comprehension of both text-based and visual sources. Once 

you are sure you understand the ideas belonging to each source, you will 

need to bring those sources together by thinking about how they relate 

to each other. Do the sources take the same or different positions on 

the subject? Do they address the subject from similar or differing per- 

spectives? Does one source serve as an example of what the other source 

is arguing? As you synthesize your sources, your instructor will likely 

expect that you quote or paraphrase from each source so that you accu- 

rately represent what each says. 

The next step in synthesizing is to think about your response to the 

sources and the reason for your reaction. Responding may begin with 

agreeing or disagreeing, but in an academic context you will need to do 

even more if you are going to participate in a sophisticated way. The fol- 

lowing steps allow you to contribute your own ideas to the synthesis and 

use sources to do more than support your points (a similar list appears 

in chapter 3 of Carillo, A Writer’s Guide): 
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1. Take a point further by considering its implications and addi- 
tional evidence. 

2. Redefine the context of the conversation. 

3. Explore different implications for the findings. 

4. Complicate an argument. 

5. Locate a fault (an unfounded assumption, for example) and 

remedy it. 

6. Explore why a particular approach is limiting and apply an alter- 

native approach. 

7. Redefine some of the terms or ideas offered. 

8. Raise unexplored questions and their significance. 

&@ TRY IT 

1. Explore how an author uses sources. 

Choose one of the readings from chapter 2 or something you are read- 

ing for another class that contains quotations from multiple sources. 

Referring to the list above in this chapter under “How to Use Sources,” 

keep track of how the author uses sources. You may annotate the text by 

writing notes in the margin or on a separate sheet of paper, or by typing 

them up. 

2. Explore how an author contributes ideas to a conversation. 

Choose one of the readings from chapter 2 or something you are reading 

for another class that contains quotations from multiple sources. Refer- 

ring to the list in this chapter under “Synthesize Your Sources,” keep 

track of the moves the author makes to contribute ideas to the conversa- 

tion about the subject. You may annotate the text by writing notes in the 

margin or on a separate sheet of paper, or by typing them up. 

3. Practice using sources for more than support. 

Choose three ways you can use sources from the list “Synthesize Your 

Sources” above, and try these out in the next source-based piece of writ- 

. ing you compose. 
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4. Annotate to reflect on your use of sources. 

Once you have completed Try It activity 3 above, annotate your writing 

(like the model in this chapter) to show where you are using sources in 

these ways. 

5. Conduct research about how a discipline uses sources. 

A discipline is a field of study like biology, English, or psychology. While 

you may not know which field you are going to major in or eventually 

work in, choose one that interests you, and use your library’s catalog or 

database to locate an academic journal in that field. Choose an article in 

the journal. Although you may not understand all the content since the 

article is likely written for experts in the field, read through the piece 

paying attention to how sources are used. Referring to the list under 

“How to Use Sources” in this chapter, take notes on where and why an 

author incorporates each source into the piece. What preliminary an- 

swers can you give to the question, How are sources used by the author? 
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Fig. 8.1. Excerpt showing how sources may be used 

In recent years, the increase in the human population has led to the 

need to construct more housing. Much of this construction is happening 

in our world’s forests, which “cover 31% of the land area on our planet’ 

(‘Deforestation and Forest Degradation’). Cutting down forests to build 

homes or for other reasons is called deforestation. Deforestation is defined 

as ‘'the permanent.destruction..of forests in order to.make the land avail- 

able for other uses’ (Bradford) and has been described as a “consequence 

of population growth— more people, more food required, more land for 

cultivation and grazing’ (Hartwick 155), The rate at which deforestation 

is happening is alarming, Christina Nunez explains that between 1990 and 

2016 ''the world lost. 502,000 square miles (|.3 million square kilometers) 

of forest, according to the. World Bank—an area larger than South Africa.” 

While deforestation negatively impacts the plants and animals that depend 

on forests for their habitats, it is also largely considered one of the primary 

contributors to climate change. Although we cannot control the rise of the 

human population, we can be more aware of deforestation and its effects 

on different species, as well as on climate change. 

The World Wildlife Fund explains that forests play an important role in 

“mitigating climate change because they act as a carbon sink—soaking up 

carbon dioxide that would otherwise be free in the atmosphere and con- 

tribute to ongoing changes in climate patterns” (‘Deforestation and Forest 

Degradation’’). This means that without forests the levels of carbon dioxide 

in the atmosphere are not controlled. In fact, as the Earth Day Network's 

Web site explains, “Combatting deforestation has been identified as one of 

the most promising and cost-effective ways to lower emissions” and can be 

done by “halting the loss and degradation of natural systems and promoting 

their restoration” (‘Deforestation and Climate Change’). In other words, 

humans can make decisions and support policies that advance these ways 

of lowering emissions. 

Deforestation has also meant the endangerment and extinction of 

many species. Nunez writes, “Eighty percent of Earth’s land animals and 

plants live in forests, and deforestation threatens species including the 

orangutan, Sumatran tiger, and many species of birds.” The Center for Bio- 

logical Diversity details that while natural events such as “asteroid strikes, 

volcanic eruptions, and natural climate shifts’ are to blame for previous 

extinctions (like the extinction of dinosaurs), the “current crisis is almost 

entirely caused by us—humans. |n fact, ninety-nine percent of currently 

threatened species are at risk from human activities, primarily those driv- 

ing habitat loss, introduction of exotic species, and global warming” (‘The 

Extinction Crisis’). This comparison between the causes of endangerment 
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Fig. 8.1. (cont’d) 

and extinction is important because it helps us understand the major role 

that humans are playing in this crisis today and suggests that we have the 

ability to control and to slow this crisis, if not stop it altogether. 

Despite these severe consequences of deforestation, some people are 

skeptical about not just the effects of deforestation but climate change 

generally. Writing for InfoWars, Dan. Lyman. cites the former Environmental 
Protection Agency Administrator Scott Pruitt's statement. that ‘scientists. 

continue to disagree about the degree and extent.of global warming and its 

connection.te the actions of mankind,’ Taking this point even further, Pat: 

rick Henningsen, also writing for InfoWars,.notes,.““The global warming and 
climate change mythology continues to spiral down into irrelevancy,.. While 

Pruitt suggests that climate change may or may not be occurring, Henning- 

sen outright refers to climate change as a myth. Despite these opinions, as 

of 2016, more than _ninety-seven_percent of scientists who study. climate. 

change_and.most_of the leading scientific organizations worldwide agree 

that the warming trends and related issues are the result of climate change, 

which. is due largely to human activities (‘‘Scientific Consensus’’), It’s hardto 

ignore that data when those skeptical of climate change,don't seem. to.have,, 
any, data to support their opinions. 
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Additional Strategies 

and Resources 

This chapter provides strategies for developing your Web-navigation 

skills and information about using fact-checking Web sites, doing re- 

verse searches, dealing with defunct Web sites, and taking control of 

your online experience. 

Fact-Checking Web Sites 

Of the many fact-checking Web sites online, some cover general topics 

of interest in the news and on social media, and others focus primarily 

on political stories. The sites listed below are credible and can be helpful 

as you read laterally, but be aware that some have biases that may not be 

readily visible. 

Snopes 

One of the most popular fact-checking Web sites, Snopes (www.snopes 

.com) was initially founded in 1994 to debunk urban legends. In recent 

years, Snopes has become a well-respected fact-checking site that tells 

readers whether news stories and other claims circulating widely in the 

media are trustworthy. It also aggregates news stories. The site is inde- 

pendently run and nonpartisan, meaning that it is not affiliated with 

any political party and doesn’t lean toward either liberal or conserva- 

tive viewpoints. If you are reading laterally, go to Snopes to see if the 

source you have found appears on the site. A quick check on the site 

might save you a lot of time! 
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PolitiFact 

PolitiFact (www.politifact.com) is a Pulitzer Prize-winning fact-checking 

Web site. Using the Truth-o-Meter, it rates the accuracy of statements 

made by people in politics in the United States as true, mostly true, half 

true, mostly false, or false. The site reserves one additional category for 

the biggest falsehoods, which it calls pants on fire! Run by reporters and 

editors from the independent newspaper the Tampa Bay Times, PolitiFact 

is generally considered unbiased. 

FactCheck 

FactCheck (www.factcheck.org) is published by the Annenberg Public 

Policy Center of the University of Pennsylvania. It is a nonpartisan, non- 

profit fact-checking Web site that monitors the accuracy of statements 

made by those in politics in the United States. It is generally considered 

unbiased. 

Fact Checker 

The Fact Checker is part of another publication: The Washington Post (www 

.washingtonpost.com/news/fact-checker/?utm_term=.c31b7eceb96b). 

The fact-checking Web sites that have appeared on this list so far are 

nonpartisan. However, while Fact Checker’s fact-checking work is de- 

tailed, well sourced, and generally respected, it has been accused of fact- 

checking claims made by conservatives more often than those made by 

liberals, and thus some consider it to have a liberal-leaning bias. 

Media Matters for America 

Media Matters for America (www.mediamatters.org) is a nonprofit re- 

search and information center that is openly liberal in its bias in that it 

focuses on fact-checking “conservative misinformation—news or com- 

mentary that is not accurate, reliable, or credible and that forwards the 

conservative agenda.” It was launched in May 2004 (“About”). 
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NewsBusters 

NewsBusters (www.newsbusters.org) is a project of the conservative 
Media Research Center. It focuses on “exposing and combatting liberal 
media bias.” Launched about a year after Media Matters, NewsBusters 

aims “to provide immediate exposure of national media bias, unfair- 

ness, inaccuracy, and occasional idiocy” and calls itself “America’s lead- 

ing media watchdog in documenting, exposing and neutralizing liberal 
media bias” (“About NewsBusters.org”). 

As you read laterally, these and other fact-checking sites can support 

your evaluation of sources. Keep in mind, though, that while some of 

these sites are independent and nonpartisan, others have an explicit 

bias. Using both kinds of sites in tandem can help you develop a more 

comprehensive and objective understanding of your sources. The About 

or other informational section of fact-checking sites may reveal their 

political leanings. If the site does not openly address its biases, then you 

can read laterally to help determine biases. 

Conducting Reverse Searches 

When you conduct a reverse search, you begin with the image, Web site, 

or social media account and work backward to figure out its source or 

who owns it. Doing reverse searches is important for the same reason 

that finding the primary source is important: a reverse search directs 

you to the original, which has not been filtered through another site or 

source. (In chapter 5, you read about primary and secondary sources: 

primary sources are original documents, whereas secondary sources are 

about original documents.) Locating the original source of a derivative 

or manipulated version of that source—or locating the owner of a Web 

site or social media account—can help you evaluate the credibility of 

what you have in front of you. 
Not all images, Web sites, or social media accounts are up-front about 

their origin, purpose, or authorship or sponsorship, which is why the 

skill of reverse searching is worth honing. A social media account might 
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indicate that it belongs to one person, but you might notice that the 

viewpoints expressed on it do not seem to fit with other viewpoints that 

person has expressed. For example, perhaps a congresswoman’s Twitter 

account expresses views that are totally opposed to the platform she has 

been running on. This may suggest that a political competitor or de- 

tractor is trying to undermine the congresswoman’s credibility and her 

commitment to her chosen causes. Similarly, a Facebook page claiming 

to belong to the American Academy of Pediatrics that includes articles 

about how children don’t need pediatricians (doctors who specialize in 

children’s medicine) and can get comparable treatment from a nonspe- 

cialist would likely not belong to the American Academy of Pediatrics; 

the page advocates for something in direct conflict with the purpose of 

the association. Perhaps a group that is trying to cut down health-care 

costs has created a Facebook account that masquerades as one belonging 

to the American Academy of Pediatrics. You can do a reverse search to 

determine who really owns the account. 

Reverse searches are also important if you are interested in includ- 

ing an image in one of your projects because you need to be sure you 

know where that image is from so you can assess its credibility. And, as 

you have likely surmised by now, knowing who is behind a Web site can 

help you judge its credibility as you move outward from that Web site 

and read laterally. Let’s look at how to conduct these different kinds of 

reverse searches. 

Conducting a Reverse Image Search 

While there are specific Web sites and applications dedicated to helping 

you conduct reverse image searches, one of the easiest ways to do so is 

by using Google. Google’s support pages provide instructions detailing 

four ways of conducting a reverse image search. At the time of this writ- 

ing, the simplest method on a computer running the Chrome or Firefox 

browser is to right-click on the image. You can find instructions from 

Google for conducting reverse images searches on a computer, tablet, or 

phone (support.google.com/websearch/answer/1325808?hl=en). 

When you conduct a reverse image search, your results will contain 

a list of the places on the Web where the image (potentially in differ- 
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ent sizes and formats) is located, as well as where similar images are lo- 

cated. Let’s look at an example of a photograph that circulated when the 

politician John Kerry was a presidential candidate (fig. 9.1). The pho- 

tograph shows Kerry, a veteran of the Vietnam War, beside the actress 

and political activist Jane Fonda, an anti-Vietnam War activist. Some 

Americans viewed Fonda's activism as unpatriotic, and the photo thus 

implies that Kerry, through his association with Fonda and willingness 

to speak at an event with her, is similarly unpatriotic. This photograph 

looks real, right? In fact, it is even attributed to the AP, which stands for 

Associated Press, a reputable news source. But if you right-click on the 

Fonda Speaks To Vietnam 

Veterans At Anti-War Rally SR ae arte P * 

TE 

Actress And Anti-War Activist Jane Foods Spesks to actowd of Wtnor Veterans as Activist and former 
Vietnam Vet Jone Kerry (LEFT) ketens and prepares to speak next concerning the war in Vietnam ‘AP Photo} 

Fig. 9.1. Sample image for reverse image search: photograph of John Kerry 

and Jane Fonda 
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image in your Internet browser and then select Search Google for Image, 

Google returns a slew of stories about this image. In this case, there is 

no original image of this exact photograph because it is made from two 

photographs—one of Kerry from 1971 and one of Fonda from 1972— 

that have been combined into one. Figure 9.2 shows you the two original 

photographs used to create the manipulated image. 

The original photographs of Kerry and Fonda have been further al- 

tered to look as though the combined picture is from an old newspaper. 

Again, the point of doing so was to link Kerry, who was then running for 

president, to Fonda, whose political activism was controversial and even 

considered traitorous by some. Linking Kerry to a traitor could affect 

Kerry’s chances of winning the presidential race. Reading laterally to lo- 

cate the original sources of this photograph reveals that the photograph 

has been manipulated. Had you viewed the photograph only in isolation 

and judged its credibility by noting the (falsely credited) source—the 

AP—you may have been duped into believing that the photograph was 

real, and you might have made a decision about whether to vote for a 

presidential candidate based on false information. 

Conducting a Reverse Web Site Search 

A reverse Web site search helps you determine who owns a site. It is 

conducted using the Web site address (the URL, like reddit.com) or the 

Fig. 9.2. Results of reverse image search: original photographs of Kerry and 
Fonda used to create manipulated image (fig. 9.1) 
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IP address (that is, the Internet protocol address, a unique string of 
numbers separated by periods that identifies each device using the pro- 
tocol to communicate over a network). One of the easiest ways to track 

this information down is through the Web site Whois (www.whois.net). 

Whois is an online database that contains all the domain names that 

have been registered, including information about the person, organiza- 

tion, or company that has registered the domain. When someone regis- 

ters a domain name, that person must provide contact information to 

Whois. Once it appears in the Whois database, that contact information 

becomes publicly available. The results of entering the Web address for 

the company Uber into the Whois database are shown in figure 9.3. 

As figure 9.3 indicates, the site is registered to www.markmonitor 

.com. If you leave the Whois site for a moment (and read laterally!) to 

look up markmonitor.com, you will find out that it is a company that 

protects the privacy of Web domain owners. In fact, if you search many 

popular domains, including www.facebook.com, the same contact will 

come up. This contact appears because the registrant wants to maintain 

privacy and has chosen an option during the registration process that 

guarantees domain privacy. While you may not be able to find out every- 

thing you wanted to know about the site’s owner, you can get a sense of 

how many domains belong to that owner. The site www.spyonweb.com 

can help. If we continue with the Uber example and we enter the domain 

address in SpyOnWeb, we find that all the other domains owned by the 

same domain owner are listed (fig. 9.4). 

While Whois did not give us the information we needed because the 

Web site owner's privacy is protected, if we move laterally across the Web 

and use another tool, we learn a bit more. At the very least, we deter- 

mine that www.uber.com is the legitimate site for this company and not 

a fraud or phishing site. Although the usefulness of Whois will depend 

on your project and goals, you can use it as needed to provide additional 

information about your sources. . 

Strategies for Locating Defunct Web Sites 

According to Netcraft, an Internet services company, there are approxi- 

mately 1.8 billion sites on the Web (“January 2018”). Still, there is the 
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@@ 

WHOis.net 

WHOIS LOOKUP 

@ uber.com is already registered* 

Domain Name: UBER.COM 
Registry Domain ID: 2564976_DOMAIN_COM-VRSN 
Registrar WHOIS Server: whois.markmonitor.com 
Registrar URL: http://www.markmonitor.com 
Updated Date: 2018-07-18T21:14:14Z 
Creation Date: 1995-07-14T04:00:00Z 
Registry Expiry Date: 2020-07-13T04:00:00Z 
Registrar: MarkMonitor Inc. 
Registrar IANA ID: 292 
Registrar Abuse Contact Email: abusecomplaints@markmonitor.com 
Registrar Abuse Contact Phone: +1.2083895740 
Domain Status: clientDeleteProhibited https;//icann.org/epp#clientDeleteProhibited 
Domain Status: clientTransferProhibited https://icann.org/epp#clientTransferProhibited 
Domain Status: clientUpdateProhibited https://icann.org/epp#clientUpdateProhibited 
Name Server: EDNS126.ULTRADNS.BIZ 
Name Server: EDNS126.ULTRADNS.COM 
Name Server: EDNS126.ULTRADNS.NET 
Name Server: EDNS126.ULTRADNS.ORG 
DNSSEC: unsigned 

URL of the ICANN Whois Inaccuracy Complaint Form: https://www.icann.org/wicf/ 
>>> Last update of whois database: 2019-06-16T10:56:44Z <<< 

For more information on Whois status codes, please visit https://icann.org/epp 

NOTICE: The expiration date displayed in this record is the date the 
registrar's sponsorship of the domain name registration in the registry is 
currently set to expire. This date does not necessarily reflect the expiration 
date of the domain name registrant's agreement with the sponsoring 
registrar. Users may consult the sponsoring registrar's Whois database to 

Fig. 9.3. Results of entering the Web address for the company Uber into the 
Whois database 
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SpyOnWeb 

Www.uber.com 

Domain name: www.uber.com ( whois) 

IP Address: 104.36.192.145, 104.36.192.173, 104.36.193.171, 104.36,193.179, 104.396.193.180 ( whois ) 

Analytics Id: UA-7157694 

Alexa Rank: 1,089 ( detalis ) 

Page Rank: /10 

Last Seen: 23.10.2018 

JSON API: Sign in 

Google Analytics 

UA-7157694 

uberai Q ubercab-blog-blog.tumbir.com Q 

ubereab-blog.tumblr.com Q ubercab.tumblr.com Q 

www.driveuber.co,nz Q, wwwubercom Q 

IP Address* 

104.36.192.145 

www.uber.com Q www.uberapp.com Q 

Fig. 9.4. Results of entering the Web address for the company Uber into the 

SpyOnWeb database 

chance that you may find yourself wanting to locate a site that is no 

longer available. The easiest way to find a defunct or inactive Web site is 

by using the Wayback Machine (archive.org/web). The site has an easy-to- 

use interface and asks you to enter the Web address you're looking for in 

a search bar on its home page (fig. 9.5). Its basic service is free and allows 

you to locate archived Web sites. Note that not all sites are archived by 

Wayback Machine, but many are. 
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INTERNETARCHIVE En, more than 366 billion web pages saves over time 

Waybgeninaching =" ee 
Find the Wayback Machine useful? 

@ Tools Subscription Service D Save Page Now 

Wayback Machine Availability API Archive-lt enadles you to capture, ca We eae i 7 

Build your own tools pales a an panies .. = AVE PACE” 

igital content without any techni 
WordPress Broken Link Checker : 
Bnich Boles ake hece caccio expertise or hosting facilities. Visit Capture a web page as it appears now 

Bead ight bie v 9g Archive-tt to build and browse the for use as a trusted citation In the future. 

404 Handler for Webmasters collections, Only available for sites that allow crawlers. 

Help users get where they were going. 

FAQ | Contact Us | Terms of Service (Dec 31, 2014) 

Fig. 9.5. Home page of Wayback Machine, which locates archives for defunct 

Web sites 

@ TRY IT 

1. Ponder the uses of reverse searches. 

Why would you want to conduct a reverse search? What can a reverse 

search tell you? 

2. Practice conducting a reverse image search. 

Choose any image on the Web. Conduct a reverse image search until you 

find the original image. What was the image’s original context? Has the 

image been manipulated in any way? Explain. 

3. Practice using fact-checking sites. 

Using Snopes (www.snopes.com), investigate whether children have been 

fined for operating lemonade stands without a permit or if this allega- 

tion is a hoax. What did you find out? 
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4. Locate other fact-checking sites and determine their biases. 

In the last few years, fact-checking sites have sprung up all over the Web. 

Locate two fact-checking sites that are not listed in this chapter and de- 

termine their biases. 

5. Determine hoaxes. 

Using one of the fact-checking sites described in this chapter, determine 

whether Project MKUltra, also known as the CIA’s mind-control pro- 

gram, is real or not. What did you find out? 
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Customizing Your 

Online Experience 

What you see on the Web is filtered for you by algorithms, which you 

learned about in chapter 2. This final chapter explores how you can 

influence the filters and algorithms, particularly on social media plat- 

forms, to take more control of your online experience. 

Adjusting Your Preferences 

Social media platforms frequently redesign their user interface. Snap- 

chat’s news feed, called Stories, for example, was redesigned in early 

2018 so that items appear in chronological order. This change was made 

in response to complaints by users like you. So remember: when Web 

sites make undesirable changes that affect how you understand the in- 

formation presented, you can take control of your online experience and 

make your voice heard. 

In addition to making your preferences known, you can adjust your 

preferences. While there is no single way to adjust your preferences 

across social media platforms, Twitter, Facebook, Instagram, and other 

social media sites all have an area where you can adjust your privacy 

preferences. This tab or section is called something different across 

platforms, but the word privacy or the broader term settings is used to 

indicate where you need to go to control who can view your account. 

When it comes to the privacy of your social media accounts and posts, 

each platform has its own default setting. Some will default to the public 

designation, and it is up to you to change your preferences to make your 
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account private. Some platforms have several options between public 
and private that allow you to further specify your preferences regarding 
who can access your page or posts. Finally, some social media platforms 
default to allowing third-party apps or organizations to view your ac- 
count. You can also control this access through the privacy settings on 
the app or site. 

Making Informed Decisions 
about Social Media Platforms 

You have many choices when it comes to which social media platforms 

you use. While these platforms share many features, you may want to 

keep in mind that some platforms have acknowledged their role in the 

spread of fake news, as well as in the related problems that arise from 

algorithms. In both cases, accurate and complete information may not 

be provided to you when you navigate social media sites. Some platforms 

have proudly announced their lack of fake news. As Max Chafkin, a re- 

porter for Bloomberg Newsweek describes, Snapchat “has found no evi- 

dence of political ad buys by anyone in Russia” and “appears to have no 

fake news at all.” One senior executive at Snapchat explains the follow- 

ing: “We only work with authoritative and credible media companies, 
and we unashamedly have a significant team of producers, creators, and 

journalists” (Bell qtd. in Chafkin). Instead of relying on an “algorithm- 

driven News Feed,” Chafkin explains, “Snapchat has taken a more old- 

fashioned approach. The app’s news section .. . is limited to profession- 

ally edited content.” Snapchat’s user-created videos “are vetted before 

they can reach a wide audience” and its feed of user-generated content is 

edited and fact-checked by staff members and reviewed by lawyers when 

necessary (Chafkin). 

This kind of information about platforms is available by reading 

laterally across the Web and is worth considering. Think about your 

values and priorities and whether the platform complements them. If 

trustworthy content is your priority, then find a platform likely to pro- 

vide it. 
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Using Sharing, Liking, and 
Other Social Signals to Your Advantage 

Another way to exert control over what is shown to you on social me- 

dia platforms is to actively engage with the material. Each time you 

“like” a photograph or news story, for example, and even more so when 

you share something, you are telling the platform's algorithm that you 

would like to see more such items. To customize your experience, you 

should actively indicate what you like so you get to see more of it. Alter- 

natively, when something comes across your screen that you don't like, 

don’t share it, even if you are doing so to point out to a friend how much 

you disagree with it. The algorithm cannot discern why you have shared 

something. Instead, it assumes that sharing means that you want to see 

additional items like it. 

While social media platforms are not always transparent about their 

algorithms, Instagram did share its algorithm, including the top three 

factors that determine what you see in your feed: whether the site pre- 

dicts you'll be interested in a post, how new the post is, and how close 

you are to (that is, how much you interact with) the person sharing the 

post. Beyond those core factors, three additional signals that influence 

rankings are how frequently you visit the site, how many people you fol- 

low, and how long you spend on the site when you visit (Constine). 

When social media platforms like Instagram share their algorithms, 

it’s important to pay attention. Understanding how algorithms work 

makes you a more digitally literate and informed consumer and posi- 

tions you to play a role in seeing more of what you would want to see and 

less of what you don’t want to see. 

By keeping up with announcements from social media platforms 

and indicating your preferences explicitly in the ways described in this 

chapter, you can help personalize the information, images, and other 

materials you view online. As you take control, you reduce the amount of 

control you have given to algorithms that would otherwise make these 
determinations for you. 

Many believe that the kind of personalization described here leads 

to the filter bubbles and echo chambers outlined in chapter 2, which 

can seal people off from one another and undermine the very dialogue 
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and consideration of diverse viewpoints on which democracy depends. 

Personalization is important because it empowers you, but you should 

still strive to create opportunities to engage with the perspectives and 

ideas of others. 

Avoiding Clickbait 

Clickbait is online content that tries to compel users to click on a related 

link. You won't see it called clickbait on your screen. Clickbait often ap- 

pears under the titles sponsored content and sponsored stories. Because 

clickbait’s main purpose is to attract attention rather than offer high- 

quality content, the term has acquired a negative connotation. 

Clickbait uses various tactics. In some instances, clickbait appeals 

to your sense of curiosity through sensational headlines and striking 

images. For example, the clickbait shown in figure 10.1 tempts you to 

click to find out “what happens next.” Clickbait often uses lists and 

Man Tries to Hug a Wild Lion, You 
Won't Believe What Happens ‘Next! 

. Fig. 10.1. Example of clickbait 
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numbers to attract your attention: the clickbait shown in figure 10.2 

promises five things that will confirm your boyfriend is cheating on 

you. Clickbait often overpromises by claiming that you will gain knowl- 

edge or be shocked by clicking, when, in fact, neither is likely to result. 

Sensational headlines and exaggerated promises are often indicators 

that you are seeing clickbait. 

Clickbait often tries sell you something or to generate ad revenue 

for the site, and manipulates images and provides misleading headlines 

that can lead you to believe falsehoods. At its worst, clickbait is a guise 

to steal your personal information and maybe even your identity. While 

clickbait is becoming more sophisticated and harder to distinguish from 

real content, avoiding clicking on such bait—no matter how curious you 

are—can reduce the amount of it you encouter. Certainly, clickbait is not 

going away anytime soon, but if you refrain from clicking on it or shar- 

ing it with others, it will not become popular enough to appear at the top 

of your social media pages. 

b) 
Is our bo friend cheating on you?...He is 
if fie does these five faint, ‘ 
thisimagedeesnotbelongtome.com 

Fig. 10.2. Example of clickbait 
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% TRY IT 

1. Ponder the value of customizing your online experience. 

Consider what you read in this chapter and explain why you might want 

to customize your online experience. What are the benefits, if any, of do- 

ing so? Are there any drawbacks? If so, how can they be avoided? 

2. Research social media platforms. 

This chapter reviews the practices of various social media platforms. 

Choose a platform you use and research some of its practices by reading 

laterally about it. What did you find out? What did you already know 

about the platform? What surprises you? 

3. Practice adjusting filters. 

Go into one of your social media accounts and read about how you can 

adjust the various filters. Were you previously aware of all the adjust- 

ments you could make? Now that you know about these adjustments, are 

you inclined to make any? Why or why not? Adjust one of the filters to 

customize your online experience. Then track any differences you notice 

because of this adjustment. What did you find? 

4. Develop clickbait headlines. 

Review the samples of clickbait in this chapter (figs. 10.1 and 10.2). Go 

online and locate a few more examples. Then develop your own clickbait 

headlines. What characteristics of clickbait headlines did you choose to 

incorporate into your headlines? 

5. Recognize how clickbait works. 

Go online and locate five clickbait headlines. Write a sentence about 

each headline detailing why you think the headline would compel some- 

one to click on it. For example, does the headline appeal to a user’s emo- 

tions, and, if so, which ones? Is the headline shocking? Does the head- 

line promise some kind of reward? 
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Appendix: 

Sample Lesson Plans 

Lesson Plan 1: Searching for Sources 
and Analyzing Their Credibility 

This lesson plan brings together several of the skills covered in this 

guide. As such, students are expected to have read the guide before en- 

gaging in these activities. The learning outcomes for this lesson include 

the following: 

¢ Students will learn about themselves as researchers by reflecting on 

their online searching habits. 

Students will be able to examine results from a Google search and 

speak to the different kinds of sources the search returns, including 

whether they are scholarly sources, wikis, personal Web sites, blogs, 

and so on. 

Students will be able to analyze sources for their credibility by read- 

ing laterally. 

Students will be able to track down any primary documents or 

sources relevant to the subject. 

Introduction to the Lesson 

This lesson opens with an opportunity for students to write for five to 

ten minutes about how they search for information online. Students’ re- 

flections might focus on information searches they have conducted for 

academic projects or for personal reasons. Students might also address 
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the differences—if any—between their search practices when conduct- 

ing research for school and for personal reasons. This activity will help 

students understand their own practices and reveal what they already 

know (and don’t) about conducting online searches. 

ACTIVITY 1.1 

The instructor introduces a research topic or question (or decides on 

one with the class) that will serve as the example for the remainder of 

the lesson. Together, using Google (the most widely used search engine), 

the class conducts a search for that topic or question. The class then 

reviews each entry on the first three pages of results. Instructors may 

divide the class into three groups so that each group has one page. Alter- 

natively, all students may work on the results from all three pages. Stu- 

dents may refer to figure 3.1 on page 39 as they engage in the activity. 

Questions that should guide students’ analysis of the results: 

1. What kind of sources appear on the page (e.g., news sources, 

scholarly sources, wikis, blogs)? 

2. What are the vetting practices associated with each kind of 

source (that is, are the sources reviewed, and by whom)? 

This activity concludes with the students sharing their answers to the 

questions above and the instructor filling in any gaps that emerge dur- 

ing the discussion with relevant information from the guide. 

RELEVANT CHAPTER: 3 

ACTIVITY 1.2 

Working alone, in pairs, or in small groups, students read laterally about 

two to three of the sources that were returned in the search. It is fine if 

some students focus on the same sources since this offers opportuni- 

ties for them to compare their processes of reading laterally. In order to 

“take their bearings,” before they begin students should develop a short 

written plan for reading laterally about the source, its place of publica- 

tion, and its author. Students take notes on what they find as they go, 

making sure to move purposefully from one source to the next. Students 

then share their processes and findings with the class. The instructor 
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reviews or refers to sections of the guide that are relevant as the discus- 
sion proceeds. 

RELEVANT CHAPTER: 6 

ACTIVITY 1.3 

Students practice locating primary sources mentioned in the links that 

the Google search returned in activity 1.1. Depending on the subject 

or research question, there may be few or many sources that refer to 

original documents (such as a scientific study, speech, or video). Stu- 

dents must scour the sources to find places where a primary source is 

mentioned or linked to. Working alone, in pairs, in small groups, or as a 

whole class, students track down the primary source. This activity con- 

cludes with a full-class review of the difference between primary and 

secondary sources and the benefits of working from primary sources. 

RELEVANT CHAPTER: 5 

Lesson Plan 2: Reading Sources 

This lesson plan brings together several of the skills covered in this 

guide. As such, students are expected to have read the guide before en- 

gaging in these activities. The learning outcomes for this lesson include 

the following: 

¢ Students will learn about their reading practices by reflecting on 

their reading habits. 

Students will be able to apply reading strategies to help them under- 

stand the content of their sources. 

« Students will be able to recognize bias in sources. 

« Students will be able to judge and describe the relevance of sources 

to a subject. 

Introduction to the Lesson 

This lesson opens with an opportunity for students to write for five 

to ten minutes about how they read. Students’ reflections might focus 

139 



APPENDIX: SAMPLE LESSON PLANS 

on what they read, where they read, and whether they regularly anno- 

tate their reading or take notes in some other form as they read. Stu- 

dents might also address the differences, if any, between their reading 

practices when reading for school versus reading for pleasure. This ac- 

tivity will-help students understand their own reading practices and 

reveal the strategies they may already have for making sense of what 

they read. 

ACTIVITY 2.1 

To complete this lesson, students must have at least one source to work 

with. This source might be one of those gathered in lesson 1, one se- 

lected and distributed by the instructor, or one that students found and 

will be using for a research project. The instructor should choose one or 

two of the reading strategies from chapter 5 to focus on with students. 

Students should review the section “Strategies for Reading Texts” in 

chapter 5 about the reading strategy or strategies selected (pp. 70-76). 

Then, students read the source by applying the strategy or strategies. 

Depending on the strategy or strategies, students should be able to dis- 

cuss what they found by reading in this way. For example, if students 

rhetorically read the source, they should be able to discuss its rhetorical 

elements and the rhetorical appeals it makes. If the students were asked 

to compose twenty-five-word summaries, they should share those. If the 

students were asked to develop a map representing the reading, they 

should share it. As students share their readings with the class, the 

instructor can expand the discussion by asking some of the following 

questions, which will help develop students’ metacognitive awareness of 

the usefulness of these strategies. 

1. Having applied [instructor names strategy] to the source, do you 

think you understand what the source says? If so, what aspect of 

the strategy helped you achieve an understanding of the source? If 

not, why do you think the strategy failed? 

2. Are there other strategies we did not practice but that you read 

about in the guide that you think might help you understand the 
source? 
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3. Are there texts outside this class that you think would be easier 
to read if you applied these strategies? Can you name specific texts 
or classes, and why applying the strategies would be helpful? 

RELEVANT CHAPTER: 5 

ACTIVITY 2.2 

As is the case with activity 2.1, students must have at least one source 

to work with to complete the activity. This activity works best, however, 

with two or more sources. With two to three sources on the same sub- 

ject, students read the sources for bias. Using the discussion of bias in 

chapter 7 as a reference, students track the forms of bias (i.e., bias by 

omission, by selection of sources or experts, by emphasis) that they see 

in the sources as they compare their perspectives on the subject. As they 

do so, students also describe the features of the source that reveal this 

bias (i.e., word choice, loaded words, labeling). The class discusses their 

findings, and the instructor reviews any relevant sections from chap- 

ter 7 of the guide. 

RELEVANT CHAPTER: 7 

ACTIVITY 2.3 

This activity asks students to read for relevance. With a hypothetical (or 

real) research question or topic in mind, ask students to return to the 

sources they just read for bias in activity 2.2. Now ask them to read for 

relevance. With their research question or topic in mind and using the 

list of the ways that a source may be relevant from chapter 4, students 

write a paragraph about how each source might be relevant to their re- 

search question or topic. Students share their findings with each other, 

and the instructor concludes the discussion by reviewing the concept of 

relevance with students. 

RELEVANT CHAPTER: 4 
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Lesson Plan 3: Exploring 
the Concept of Fake News 

This lesson plan brings together several of the skills covered in this 

guide. As such, students are expected to have read the guide before en- 

gaging in these activities. The learning outcomes for this lesson include 

the following: 

Students will be able to articulate and reflect on what they already 

know about fake news. 

Students will be able to describe the complexities that characterize 

the concept of fake news. 

Students will be able to develop a working definition of fake news. 

Students will be able to write a source-based essay on the subject of 

fake news. 

Although this lesson culminates in a source-based essay, activities 3.1 

and 3.2 can be assigned as a sequence that does not lead to activity 3.3, 

the source-based essay. Alternatively, activities 3.1 and 3.2 can be used 

as stand-alone lessons. 

Introduction to the Lesson 

This lesson opens with an opportunity for students to write for five to 

ten minutes about what they know about fake news. Students’ reflec- 

tions might focus on where they have heard the term fake news, what 

they have heard about it, and what they think about it. They may also 

consider whether they think fake news matters and for whom. 

ACTIVITY 3.1 

Students reread “Fake News Has Long Held a Role in American His- 

tory” in chapter 7 and then read widely through sources on the World 

Wide Web about the concept of fake news. Students might also conduct 

a search for the term in the library's catalog and databases, although 

this search will likely be less successful even if it does produce some 

early uses of the term. Students synthesize these sources to represent 
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the complexity of the concept of fake news. Questions that might guide 
their inquiry into fake news include the following: 

1. How does each source define fake news? Where do these defini- 

tions converge and diverge? 

2. What kinds of bias play into how the sources define fake news? 

Where can this bias be detected? 

3. Do the sources offer terms other than fake news to describe the 

same concept? If so, why? What are these terms? 

Students can answer these questions alone, or the answers to these ques- 

tions can become part of a more formal annotated bibliography or simi- 

lar assignment. Students can compare their findings with classmates or 

continue this work outside class. 

RELEVANT CHAPTERS: 4, 7 

ACTIVITY 3.2 

Using the sources they located in activity 3.1, students develop their 

own working definition of fake news. Students articulate to the class 

or in writing how they came to this definition, what they chose to in- 

clude in the definition, and what they chose to leave out. Students also 

address how their definition compares to the definitions put forth by 

the published sources. If students move on to writing the formal essay 

(activity 3.3), this definition should be used there. 

RELEVANT CHAPTERS: 4-8 

ACTIVITY 3.3 

Students compose a formal, source-based essay on the concept of fake 

news by developing a research question or line of inquiry within the 

broader subject of fake news. Students explore this specific question or 

line of inquiry through sources, using the skills for locating and evalu- 

ating sources covered in this guide. Some of the questions that might 

inform students’ writing include the following: 

1. What is the history of fake news? To what extent does this his- 

tory matter? 

143 



APPENDIX: SAMPLE LESSON PLANS 

2. For whom and what is fake news a problem? What are its 

consequences? 

3. Does the term fake adequately represent the phenomenon? 

Are there other descriptors that are more relevant, accurate, or 

effective? 

4. Can you imagine solutions to the problem of fake news? What 

would these solutions look like, who is responsible for developing 

them, and why should they be developed? 

RELEVANT CHAPTERS: 4-8 
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“This guide offers Breitegies for digital literacy— 

strategies that, as research clearly shows, 

students lack and urgently need.” 

—Alice Horning 

Oakland University 

Students face challenges assessing, responding to, and producing infor- 

mation in today’s fast-paced, complex digital landscape. This guide helps 

students understand why digital literacy isa critically important skill: their 

education, future careers, and participation in democratic processes rely on 

it. Hands-on, structured activities give students strategies for evaluating the 

credibility of sources, detecting fake news, understanding bias, and more. 

Readings and writing prompts support specific concepts, including how 

to craft a research question and effectively conduct searches. An appendix 

contains three sample lesson plans. 

ELLEN C. CARILLO is associate professor of English and writing coordi- 

nator at the University of Connecticut. She is the author of many articles | 

and books, including Teaching Readers in Post-truth America (2018) and _ 

Securing a Place for Reading in Composition: The Importance of Teaching for 

Transfer (2015). : 

SBN-13: 978-1-b0329-429-2 

UL | 


