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Introduction
Fake News a nd the 
Imperative of Civic Education

Wayne Journell

In 2017 the lexicographers at Collins Dictionary, a publication of the dis-
tinguished HarperCollins publishing house, named “fake news” as its word 
of the year. Although determining words of the year is fairly subjective, 
research has shown that these words often refl ect the cultural zeitgeist of a 
specifi c time in history (Heafner, Triplett, Handler, & Massey, 2018). “Fake 
news” is no exception. 

Beginning with his victory in the 2016 Republican presidential prima-
ry and then throughout the subsequent general election campaign, Donald 
Trump used the term fake news to dismiss negative stories written about 
him by the “mainstream” media. The tactic worked; multiple surveys taken 
in the wake of the 2016 election and the fi rst year of Trump’s presidency 
have shown that Republicans—particularly those who identify as Trump 
supporters—distrust the mainstream media and do not support its role as 
a government watchdog (e.g., Barthell & Mitchell, 2017; The Economist, 
2017; Guess, Nyhan, & Reifl er, 2017; Swift, 2016). 

Many mainstream media outlets have responded by asserting their legit-
imacy and making a case for their role in a healthy democracy. The Wash-
ington Post, for example, adopted the slogan “democracy dies in darkness,” 
early in 2017 (Concha, 2017b), and The New York Times followed suit 
with their own proclamation that “the truth is more important than ever” 
(Concha, 2017a). Many Internet-based news outlets, such as HuffPost, 
have also recently taken steps to bolster their journalistic reputations and 
minimize unvetted stories due to the prevalence of actual fake news online 
(Lima, 2018). 

Trump has continued his defamation of the media throughout the start 
of his presidency. From December 2016, one month after winning the elec-
tion, to the start of the following December, Trump tweeted about fake 
news over 150 times (Coll, 2017), and he continues to use the term on a © H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



2 Unpacking Fake News

TCP6159 • 9781760566159 • © 2019 Hawker Brownlow Education

regular basis to admonish news organizations with whom he disagrees, even 
when confronted with verifi able facts. From a political standpoint, the pur-
pose behind Trump’s branding of mainstream media as fake news “has been 
to relentlessly turn questions of fact into questions of motive” (Friedman, 
2017, para. 7). 

An illustrative example can be found during Trump’s diplomatic trip 
to Great Britain in 2018. While in Britain, he gave an interview to the Brit-
ish newspaper The Sun, in which he criticized British Prime Minister The-
resa May, specifi cally her handling of the Brexit issue (Dunn, 2018). The 
following day, at a press conference with May, Trump accused The Sun of 
publishing a biased account that did not present accurate comments from 
the interview. Trump stated that the article was fake news, that he “did 
not criticize the prime minister,” and that he would release an audio re-
cording of the interview to show that The Sun was taking his words out of 
context (Blake, 2018, para. 2). The Sun, however, then released their own 
audio of the interview which clearly showed Trump criticizing May for her 
handling of Brexit. Yet neither Trump nor The White House issued any 
retraction of Trump’s claim that The Sun interview was fake news (Blake, 
2018; Croucher, 2018). 

By regularly blurring the line between fact and opinion, Trump has giv-
en license for people to dismiss information that contradicts their preexist-
ing worldviews while simultaneously accepting verifi able untruths because 
they reinforce a broader ideology and/or sense of purpose. Moreover, this 
admonishment of the mainstream media has occurred alongside the rise of 
hyper-partisan media outlets, increasing political polarization, and a greater 
ability than ever before for people to self-select the media they consume. 
This combination has the potential for grave civic consequences, both in 
the United States and, increasingly, throughout the world (Friedman, 2017).

It is worth noting that Americans’ distrust of media and their willing-
ness to ignore facts in pursuit of their ideological convictions were occurring 
well before Trump entered the political arena (e.g., Arceneaux, Johnson, & 
Murphy, 2012; Gunther, 1992; Hochschild & Einstein, 2015; Lee, 2005). 
Moreover, Trump is far from the only contemporary politician to fabricate 
stories, and his supporters are not the only ones to dismiss facts in pursuit 
of ideological certainty. For example, in a 2012 interview President Obama 
attributed the controversial “Fast and Furious” program, which allowed for 
the selling of guns to members of drug cartels in Mexico, to his predecessor, 
George W. Bush. That statement was later determined to be false (Drobnic 
Holan & Sherman, 2012). More recently, liberals who were upset at the 
Trump administration’s policy of separating families attempting to enter the 
United States illegally took to social media to voice their displeasure, often 
posting pictures of children locked in cages. Yet many of these images were 
of children who had been separated from their families during the Obama 
administration (Borchers, 2018). © H
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It is evident, however, that Trump has turned the notion of fake news—
both as a method of pushing an ideology and as a strategy for dismissing 
inconvenient truths—into a political weapon. Trump and his supporters’ 
brazen disregard for facts, coupled with a social media landscape that al-
lows for the repetition of untruths within self-selected echo chambers, sug-
gests that American society may have begun a descent from which it will be 
impossible to recover. 

For those who are not yet ready to write off American democracy as we 
know it, education may be the key to halting its decline. Although media lit-
eracy has been taught in K–12 schools for decades, the premise that factual 
information could be considered illegitimate simply because it contradicts 
one’s worldview presents new challenges for educators. The remainder of 
this introduction will elaborate on how we are defi ning fake news in this 
book before ending with a brief description of how the subsequent chapters 
both help explain the civic consequences of fake news and offer suggestions 
for addressing it in K–12 classrooms. 

DEFINING FAKE NEWS1

At the heart of the democratic process is the belief that the polity will estab-
lish a system of governance that is fair to all members of society. Of course, 
fairness is subjective, and it is incumbent upon the collective members of the 
polity to determine what is fair through an open deliberative process that 
allows for a range of rational viewpoints (Gutmann & Thompson, 2004; 
Habermas, 1962/1989). Moreover, for a democratic society to protect the 
rights of all citizens, it is essential that people move beyond simply advo-
cating for policies that protect their own self interests. Rather, a healthy 
democracy is one that adopts policies based on reason, evidence, and the 
strongest arguments (Habermas, 1981/1984; Rawls, 1993). 

Thus, it is widely acknowledged among democratic theorists that 
without an informed citizenry, democracy cannot fl ourish (e.g., Delli 
Carpini & Keeter, 1996; Dewey, 1916; Mill, 1859/1975). Perhaps even 
more disastrous for democracy is a citizenry informed with erroneous in-
formation that cannot discern truth from fi ction or fact from opinion. 
Misinformation masquerading as fact affects the very foundations of our 
democratic process.

From a civic standpoint, then, one of the major ramifi cations of Trump’s 
appropriation of the term fake news is that it has drawn attention from 
actual fake news—information that is verifi ably false. Moreover, Trump’s 
success in getting people to automatically assume that news that contradicts 
their ideological beliefs is fake has made actual fake news more believable 
and thus more prevalent and effective. When individuals lose the willingness 
or ability to vet their political information, democracy is at risk. © H
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The Russian attempt to infl uence the 2016 election is an illustrative 
example of the inherent dangers of actual fake news. According to U.S. 
intelligence agencies, the Russian government sought to swing the election 
in favor of Trump, in part through a calculated dissemination of fraudulent 
information on social media (The Washington Post, 2017). Although the 
extent to which the Russian-sponsored propaganda infl uenced the outcome 
of the election is unclear, Russian operatives posted approximately 80,000 
pieces of propaganda on Facebook alone that were then shared by social 
media users, ultimately reaching approximately 126 million people (Isaac 
& Wakabayashi, 2017; Shapiro, 2017). 

For the purposes of this book, then, it is important to clearly delineate 
between Trump’s version of fake news and the actual fake news that pres-
ents a threat to democracy. For Trump and his supporters, accusations of 
fake news are usually about bias and not fact, whereas in this book we are 
focusing on actual fake news—factually inaccurate information being pre-
sented as fact. 

Bias

Bias in news reporting is not new; in fact, in the early part of the 19th cen-
tury, U.S. newspapers were expected to present partisan viewpoints (Schud-
son, 1978). Identifying and understanding bias is an essential component 
of both political and media literacy. Yet bias does not necessarily equate to 
fraudulent information; rather, it is about how factual information is inter-
preted and presented. A liberal news outlet and a conservative news outlet 
can take drastically different positions on a given issue, but both could be 
factually accurate. 

Consider, for example, the various analyses around the Tax Cuts and 
Jobs Act of 2017 passed by Republican majorities in Congress and signed 
into law by President Trump. Liberal-leaning publications, such as The New 
York Times and The Washington Post, offered analyses suggesting that the 
law would primarily benefi t corporations and the top one percent of earners 
(Cohen, 2017; Fischer-Baum, Soffen, & Long, 2018), whereas conservative-
leaning publications, such as The Wall Street Journal and The Washington 
Times, argued that the law would lead to economic growth for all Ameri-
cans, particularly the middle class (Kudlow, 2017; Moore, 2017).

Despite the different conclusions that were drawn, all of these main-
stream media outlets were operating with the same basic facts (i.e., scoring 
by the Congressional Budget Offi ce). Although Trump and his surrogates 
called the liberal analyses of the tax plan fake news (e.g., Giaritelli, 2017; 
Gingrich, 2017), such accusations would not meet the defi nition of fake 
news we are using in this book. Different interpretations of factual content 
are not harmful for democracy; on the contrary, a healthy democracy relies 
on the deliberation of competing rational viewpoints on open controversial 
issues (Hess & McAvoy, 2015).
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It is important, however, to have all of the facts. Mainstream news out-
lets, particularly cable news and other television-based news outlets, have 
contributed to the rise of fake news by emphasizing certain stories over 
others and watering down complex issues into sound bites. News networks 
have become corporate entities, and news directors realize that the most 
effective way to increase viewership (and thus profi ts) is to consistently pres-
ent clear partisan narratives. It is common knowledge in the United States, 
for example, that Fox News caters to conservative viewers and MSNBC 
pushes a liberal perspective. As a result, many liberals will automatically 
discredit a story on Fox News, as conservatives will for an MSNBC story, 
without even reading/viewing it, even though both outlets generally report 
factually accurate stories. 

While prominent media outlets like Fox News and MSNBC have well-
known ideological leanings, other forms of news bias are not as transparent. 
Take, for example, Sinclair Media Group, which is the owner of the largest 
number of television stations in the United States. The corporation has a far-
right agenda, but instead of advocating for that agenda in overt ways like 
one might see on Fox News, Sinclair uses local television news programs 
to subtly push its agenda on unsuspecting viewers. Sinclair forces all of its 
television stations to run the same news stories, often requiring anchors to 
read off a script, ensuring that viewers across the country will receive the 
same news in the same way (Graves, 2017).

A fi nal way that mainstream news outlets have helped set the stage for 
the rise of actual fake news is through their practice of reducing complex 
information into simplistic terms that likely support the political narrative 
to which they prescribe. While it is the responsibility of news networks to 
make information accessible to consumers, too often these efforts result in 
sound bites that lack a critical understanding of the entire issue at hand. 
These stories are factual and may even be backed by research or other forms 
of data, but they commit the sin of omission, leading consumers to form 
opinions based on incomplete information. Assuming the simplistic narra-
tive fi ts within their worldview, consumers are likely to accept it without 
attempting to inquire into the complexities of the issue. 

Actual Fake News

While bias in news reporting is problematic, particularly as Americans in-
creasingly retreat into self-selected ideological echo chambers, it is when 
one’s viewpoints are shaped by incorrect facts that democracy is truly 
threatened. Following the 2016 presidential election, several graphs and 
other types of visuals were widely circulated on social media in an attempt 
to educate people about the differences between legitimate, fraudulent, and 
biased news outlets (for examples of these visuals, see Journell, 2018; North 
Idaho College, 2018). Given that many of these visuals were not created by 
political scientists or experts in journalism or communication, none of them 
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should be considered defi nitive assessments of the quality or ideological 
stances of news outlets. However, these visuals are illustrative in that there 
is considerable overlap among them, despite the ideological differences of 
their authors. 

Regardless of the ideological convictions of the authors, all of the vi-
suals describe traditional, mainstream news outlets such as The New York 
Times, The Wall Street Journal, and Politico (i.e., outlets that Trump regu-
larly refers to as “fake news”) as publications in which readers can access 
factual news reporting and high-quality analysis. The authors’ ideological 
differences only become apparent when they place news outlets along a lib-
eral/conservative spectrum. Some of the liberal authors, for example, de-
scribe outlets like CBS News, NBC News, and National Public Radio as 
“neutral” outlets, whereas conservative authors tend to describe them as 
having a liberal slant. 

For the purposes of this book, we are more concerned with outlets that 
are perceived to peddle fraudulent information. Consider, for example, 
InfoWars, which is identifi ed as a poor-quality news source on all of the visu-
als that circulated on social media following the 2016 presidential election. 
InfoWars is primarily a medium for the conspiracy theories of its founder, 
Alex Jones, a conservative radio host. Here are just a few of the theories that 
have been championed by Jones and InfoWars in the past (Hanna, 2017; 
Madsen, 2016; Quigley, 2017):

The 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon, the 2012 
Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting, and the 1995 Oklahoma 
City bombing were orchestrated by the U.S. government.

Former President Barack Obama is the “global head” of Al-Qaeda.

The U.S. government is using juice boxes and city-controlled water 
supplies to turn people gay. 

Former Supreme Court Justice Antonin Scalia was murdered.

While it would be easy to dismiss such baseless accusations as fodder 
from a crazy person, doing so would ignore the over two million people 
who tune into his weekly radio show and the countless others who visit 
InfoWars.com or watch his videos that circulate on social media (Southern 
Poverty Law Center, 2018). Trump has also given InfoWars legitimacy; as 
a candidate for president, he appeared on Jones’s radio show, praising the 
host’s “amazing” reputation (Bradner, 2015, para. 2), and retweeted a post 
from a top InfoWars editor (Savransky, 2016). While in offi ce, he allegedly 
has contacted Jones for advice (Rutenberg, 2017). © H
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From a pedagogical standpoint, it would be tempting to just tell stu-
dents that InfoWars is actual fake news and that they should get their infor-
mation from mainstream media outlets. Such an approach, however, is too 
simplistic. Creating a dichotomous “good” versus “bad” distinction does 
not allow for the possibility that mainstream news outlets may peddle false 
information or that less credible outlets may occasionally break legitimate 
stories. 

ABC News, for example, was forced to suspend a reporter at the end 
of 2017 for erroneously reporting that former National Security Advisor 
Michael Flynn would testify that Trump had ordered him to collude with 
the Russians during the presidential campaign (Wang, 2017). Conversely, 
the National Enquirer, a tabloid typically focused on celebrity gossip and 
alien sightings, was the fi rst outlet to break the story of the extramarital 
affair that ended the political career of John Edwards, the 2004 Democratic 
vice-presidential candidate (Clifford, 2010). 

Although these examples are exceptions to the rule, they serve as re-
minders that blanket approaches to identifying fake news are limited in 
their usefulness. There is no way to chart every possible venue from which 
students may access political information, and much of the political infor-
mation they encounter comes from sources that may not be affi liated with a 
specifi c organization. Moreover, even when individuals are presented with 
evidence that a news source may regularly present misinformation, they 
may choose to still frequent that source because it speaks to a worldview, 
and likely a community, with which they identify. The goal for educators, 
then, should be to have students understand why actual fake news exists, 
why it is effective in swaying political opinion, and how they can avoid 
succumbing to it. 

PURPOSE AND STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

Writing a little over six months into the Trump presidency, conservative 
pundit and frequent critic of the president, Charles Krauthammer (2017), 
argued that the “guardrails of democracy” were holding despite the cha-
os that Trump had brought to the White House. Nearly two years into 
his term, the guardrails are still holding, but one could argue that cracks 
are beginning to show. Not only has Trump reduced public confi dence in 
the mainstream media, but he and his surrogates have also demonstrated a 
blatant disregard for verifi able truths, even introducing the phrase “alter-
native facts” into the cultural lexicon (Dale, 2018; Leonhardt, Philbrick, & 
Thompson, 2017; NBC News, 2017; Politifact, 2018).

In addition, we have fringe media outlets that have admitted to pro-
ducing dishonest stories to advance certain narratives and political agendas © H
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(Friedersdorf, 2017). Such outlets are gaining popularity, and social media al-
lows them to reach new readers more easily than ever before. Moreover, recent 
research by the University of California–Los Angeles’s Institute for Democra-
cy, Education, and Access (Rogers et al., 2017) has found that students are 
increasingly coming to their classes armed with fraudulent information they 
have encountered online, partially fueling the incivility in schools documented 
in the aftermath of the 2016 election. Again, the notion of using misinforma-
tion for political gain is not an idea that started with Trump; politicians have 
been lying to hold power and push agendas since antiquity (Carson, 2018). 
However, the means for disseminating misinformation are more effi cient than 
ever before, creating the need for increased attention to this problem. 

This book seeks to move beyond looking at the issue of fake news from 
a media literacy standpoint. Although media literacy strategies are import-
ant, to truly combat the potential civic ramifi cations of fake news, both ed-
ucators and students need to understand why fake news works, particularly 
in an era defi ned by social media, and how easy it is for even the most astute 
consumers of political media to succumb to it. For media literacy strategies 
to have a signifi cant impact on students’ practices, educators must fi rst make 
them aware of systemic issues that allow for the widespread dissemination 
and consumption of fake news in contemporary society. Classrooms are an 
ideal space for this type of learning to occur, particularly if one takes the 
Deweyan view of schools as laboratories for democracy in which students 
learn to experience aspects of democratic life (Dewey, 1916, 1938). 

The book begins by addressing the overarching question of why fake 
news is effective. In Chapter 1, H. James Garrett provides the theoretical 
underpinnings that guide the subsequent chapters. He takes a psychosocial 
lens to the issue of fake news, making the connection between misinforma-
tion and individuals’ desire to consume information that adheres to their 
preexisting worldviews. Drawing from political psychology and psychoso-
cial research, Garrett explains how, for many people, reality becomes in-
separable from their desire for the world to be a certain way, and thus the 
desired world becomes their reality of how things are.

Yet, as Garrett notes, the issue of fake news is not new. In Chapter 2, 
Ashley N. Woodson, LaGarrett J. King, and Esther Kim provide a historical 
examination of fake news, with a specifi c focus on how fake news has often 
served to further marginalize people of color in the United States. From 
the ways in which news of the Emancipation Proclamation was kept from 
Black people in the U.S. South during the Civil War to ways the Black Lives 
Matter movement has been manipulated on social media, their chapter pro-
vides a historical context that is needed to understand this contemporary 
phenomenon. 

Although instances of fake news can be found throughout history, the 
means for disseminating misinformation have become more advanced. In 
Chapter 3, Ellen Middaugh discusses social media’s role in the prevalence © H
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