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"Just because we're presented with something phony doesn't mean we have to believe and share it."
Gracy Olmstead is a journalist based near Washington, DC, whose writings have appeared in several publications, including the
American Conservative, Christianity Today, and National Review. In the following viewpoint, Olmstead argues that users of the
social media platform Facebook have a shared responsibility to prevent misinformation from spreading on the site. While
acknowledging that calls for Facebook to regulate such content are understandable, the author contends that Facebook is a private
company that is not beholden to the demands of its critics. Further, the author maintains, demands that Facebook implement policies
to protect its users from misinformation strip users of their responsibility to educate themselves about fact-checking and media
literacy. Rather than forcing Facebook to moderate content on its site, Olmstead recommends the company offer its users advice for
identifying fake news items.

As you read, consider the following questions:

What benefits does the author suggest may come from allowing misinformation to be posted on Facebook?1.
According to the author, how does a user's age affect their ability to determine the validity of content shared on Facebook?2.
Do you think Facebook should take a more active role in moderating the content on its site for accuracy? Why or why not?3.

How do you solve a problem like fake news?

That's the question Facebook is striving to answer as it faces mounting pressure from critics over its role (or lack thereof) in
preventing misinformation during the 2016 U.S. presidential election. But the responsibility is not Facebook's alone. If the social
network is broken, it's incumbent upon all of its users to help fix it.

Facebook's Fix

The company has put together a new set of policies and standards for fighting fake news, determining what goes viral, and organizing
its news feed—but CEO Mark Zuckerberg says he still wants to be careful to support free speech and "the right to be wrong." In an
interview with Recode's Kara Swisher last week, Zuckerberg explained, "If we were taking down people's accounts when they got a
few things wrong, that would be a hard world for giving people a voice" (https://www.recode.net/2018/7/18/17575158/mark-
zuckerberg-facebook-interview-full-transcript-kara-swisher). He suggested that Facebook should prevent hoaxes and maliciously
incorrect information from going viral—but not remove misinformation altogether. (Zuckerberg famously sparked a flurry of facepalms
for seeming to suggest that Holocaust deniers might not be willfully spreading misinformation. He later backtracked.)

Of course, plenty of critics are hopping mad at Facebook over its apparent unwillingness to do what is necessary to protect us from
ourselves.

"We've seen what happens when Facebook builds a thing and gives people the power to use it in whatever ways they want, and it's
really destructive," New York Times technology reporter Kevin Roose argued on a recent episode of The Daily. "So now we're asking
Zuckerberg to accept the power he has and use it wisely, and it seems he's reluctant to do that. … You make it, you own it. …
Whether he wants to or not, Zuckerberg has to solve this problem now, that he's created"
(https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/20/podcasts/the-daily/facebook-mark-zuckerberg-misinformation.html).



Underestimating Users

It's true that Zuckerberg could take a more aggressive approach to fake news. And it's equally true that he runs a company, not a
country, and he's not necessarily required to follow constitutional principles in protecting free speech. But critics like Roose make it
sound as if Facebook users are lost and vulnerable sheep, unable to protect themselves from harm without Zuckerberg's leadership.
In this sense, they take initiative away from social media users and encourage an infantilized internet, one in which we treat ourselves
as passive consumers rather than responsible users and sharers.

We all ought to know how to Google things and make sure they are real. We should be able to fact-check things before pushing the
"share" button. And we should be responsible enough to point out erroneous links or stories to our friends, so that they are not misled
by fake news.

As the internet grows in power and scope, we need to begin adapting our institutions and communities to police it better: to grow in
prudence and knowledge, and educate those growing up with the internet to better protect themselves from its falsities and dangers.
Yes, some of this might involve Facebook policing its site and fighting misinformation via moderators and censorship. But Facebook
users can and should do a better job educating themselves regarding fake news and monitoring their online communities. We need to
train up a generation that will exercise prudence and discretion online—not a generation of young people that expects Facebook to
vet the news for them.

Age and Fake News

In 2016, a Stanford study found that middle school, high school, and college students struggled to determine the credibility of online
sources, and were often fooled by fake news, sponsored content, and biased stories. As a result, many professors and teachers have
begun advocating for "media literacy courses," which would help students navigate the internet with greater skill.

"As a university professor, when I frequently ask my students whether they've received any training or education in media literacy, all
I get in response is a bunch of shrugs," professor and author Larry Atkins wrote for HuffPost last year. "My freshman students often
cite obscure websites as sources in their papers and articles instead of authoritative government documents or respected news
sources. I need to tell them to cite authoritative sources like MayoClinic.org and CDC.gov when discussing the legalization of medical
marijuana, not 'Joe's Weed page'" https://www.huffingtonpost.com/entry/states-should-require-schools-to-teach-media-
literacy_us_59676573e4b07b5e1d96ed86).

This isn't just about teaching students how to write credible papers, however. Knowing which sources to cite is important, but it
doesn't teach students how to sift through their news feeds and read judiciously. Young people need to know how to cross-check
questionable material with solid sources, so that they're able to pinpoint a scam or hoax when they see one. Just because we're
presented with something phony doesn't mean we have to believe and share it. Let's teach ourselves to be better.

It would also be laudatory (if potentially controversial) to teach students how to read "real" news (aka, political stories that are not
fake, but still often volatile) with both eyes open. In our highly partisan era, too few readers can determine the difference between
editorializing and hard news—and too few are willing to wrestle with political opinions on the other side of the aisle. To bolster our
civic discourse, such skills are increasingly necessary. Helping students read and digest various political opinions could foster a
healthy political literacy and deeper sense of empathy—both of which we need in our online and offline interactions.

Of course, young people are not the only social media users who need an education in smart news consumption. Often, those
propagating fake news are older Americans, part of a generation that did not grow up with the internet and is less versed in
navigating its truths and falsehoods. According to a study conducted by Team LEWIS last September, 42 percent of millennials will
validate the accuracy of a news story they read online—whereas only 25 percent of baby boomers and 19 percent of Gen Xers will do
the same. How do we teach these people to identify fake news?

Potential Solutions

Facebook's determination to prioritize friends' content and local news on its news feeds will likely have a positive impact. But it (and
other social media sites like it) could also help organize ad campaigns that encourage users to cross-check their sources and alert
their friends to false news stories. Not only would these efforts ease the burden on Facebook's moderators, they could also foster a
salutary sense of responsibility and ownership among site users. Facebook could create a digital version of the "if you see something,
say something" slogan that's been used throughout many U.S. airports and metro systems post-9/11. Often, grassroots efforts at
rooting out falsehood are more palatable than top-down regulations or censorship—and they may even result in more lasting attitude
changes amongst consumers.

The internet has gotten increasingly complex—and perhaps as a result, we've become increasingly lazy in dealing with its chaotic
glut of information. But laziness and apathy are a dangerous business when it comes to online news. Sure, Facebook can help keep
us safe from misinformation. But ultimately, finding out the truth is our responsibility.
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