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COVID-19 has greatly wreaked havoc in every aspect of
our lives throughout the entire world. Part of the chaos that
has ensued has been that fake news has become increasingly
rampant. Dr. Chris Wen-chao Li, a professor of linguistics
at San Francisco State University where he teaches classes on
linguistics, translation and news writing, gave a talk titled

“Truth, Echo Chambers, and Fake News: A Personal View”
on September 12, 2021, as part of the online Sunday evening
lecture series hosted by the City Ten Thousand Buddhas
(CTTB), to share his recommendations to help attendees
stay well-informed when consuming the news today and to
avoid being misguided by fake news. His work in journalism
goes back a long time. He received his formal training in
journalism when he worked for the British Broadcasting
Corporation’s (BBC) World Service in London in the 1990s.
Working with the BBC during that time period gave him
systematic professional training as a Chinese language current
affairs producer and informed his values of how journalism

should be properly practiced. After working at the BBC, he
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taught news writing for print and broadcast, first in Taiwan
and later in the United States.

Professor Li pointed out that the reason readers nowadays
are inundated by fake news is a result of five factors which
include: significant changes in journalistic practice, erosion of
journalistic values, changes in the roles of reporters and readers,
shifts among news audiences, and finally, these previous four
factors have created a climate which feeds the proliferation of
fake news.

He began by explaining that prior to the 2000s, the
news industry was highly specialized, professional skills
were required, and difficult to enter. The situation shifted
significantly in the mid-2000s when blogs, podcasts, and social
networking sites (aka social media) grew in vast numbers, and
professional media became substantially disrupted by online
forms of delivery of news content. The textbook he was using
at the time to teach his classes in 2007 actually stated that
it was likely that citizen journalists (ordinary people who see
news happening and then write about it) were likely replace
professional journalists as time went on with an increased
emphasis on online media.

Fast forward to 2021 and the predictions in that textbook
were right in some areas and wrong in others. The professional
mediais notdominated by citizen journalists, we still have many
professional reporters, but they do use many cellphone videos
and accepts many tips from citizens. The majority of the news
audience, has an increased reliance on online media, and has
moved away in vast numbers from printed news. According
to The Pew Research Center in 2021, 52% of Americans get
their primary news sources from digital platforms, 35% from
television, 7% from radio, and 5% from print publications. Up
to 86% of Americans overall now get news from a smartphone,
computer, or tablet often or sometimes versus 32% who get
news from print publications. This change away from print
is emphasized even more when you observe how different
age groups get their news. Over 42% of younger adults (ages
18 - 29) get their news through social media sites versus less
than 15% of those over the age of 50. We can also see in
another study from the Pew Research Center on the number
daily newspapers in the USA that during the period from
about 1985 to 2017, they dropped from over 60,000 daily

newspapers in circulation to around 30,000. The number of
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newspaper firms likewise reduced from over 6,000 in the year
2000 to around 4,500 in 2013. These changes have impacted
how journalists approach and report the news.

With the changes in how news is accessed by readers,
journalists have moved away from taking an objective and
balanced approach to news reporting with an emphasis
on providing clear, factual information which objectively
encompasses all sides of an issue, and which also traditionally
required a careful separation of commentary provided in the
editorial sections and news reporting. Reporters were required
to report the news to provide readers with enough information
to reach their own conclusions and value judgements. In 2020,
Nieman Lab reports the death of “bothsidesism.” Indicating
that there are many who are no longer that interested in
balanced and impartial perspectives from reporters reporting
on current events.

More and more news sources have reporters that actively
insert their own opinions regarding truth, justice, and other
“Who is to decide

what is truth? Who is to decide what is justice? Do you trust

value judgements. But Professor Li asks,
reporters to do this for you? As readers, we can agree on objective
facts, but we cannot always agree on what is truth and what is
justice.” If reporters write articles in a biased fashion, where
they cover only one side of an issue, then “echo chambers” are
created where different versions of truth and justice compete
against each other. Thus, different segments of the population
will gravitate towards news sources that generally reflect their
opinions and values, but don’t actually agree on objective facts
what actually occurred. Then, it is very difficult to separate

objective facts from truth and justice.

If every reader can choose news carefully, fake news will

become less and less.

Professor Li suggested the following steps to being well-
informed by gleaning objective facts from news stories on
current events in the world today:

First of all, readers and viewers need to have numerical
literacy including basic statistical methods so that they can
know if the population sampling is proper and the differences
between groups are statistically significant.

One example where numerical and statistical literacy is
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helpful is with regard to reading data related to the Covid vaccine.
Some of the reasons people hesitant to be vaccinated might include:
* My friend (or a friend of a friend) became seriously ill or was
in very bad shape so I won't get vaccinated.
*  Some people still get the virus after becoming vaccinated,
and some of them have died.
. I felt terrible after the first injection, so I'm not going to do
that again.
* I read a renowned doctor’s article telling people not to be
vaccinated, so I won’t.

Professor Li asked, “Where is the data? What data is based on? Is
your sampling valid? A friend or a friend of a friend is hardly a large
population. The conclusion you are reaching using this anecdotal
method is not going to be valid.”

For context around the issue of the efficacy of Covid vaccines,
drug companies that produce them must go through several phases
of testing. In phase one, there are 20 to 100 participants randomly
divided to vaccine group and placebo group for safety testing. In
phase two, there are several hundred participants for testing the
effectiveness of the vaccine. Phase three, several hundred to 3,000
participants are recruited for effectiveness and potential side effects
testing. They use this rigorous scientific approach to conduct research
on groups that are under strict control of variances. Are vaccines
100% safe and effective? No. But the safety and efliciency of the
drug is high enough that the chances of getting something terrible
happen to you after getting the vaccine are very small compared
with the harm that can happen to you if you don’t get vaccinated.

In addition to numerical literacy, you need to be aware of
narratives which reflect and promote a particular point of view
or set of values. When you read news, you dont want to read
simplified news or news imbued with certain ideology that happen
a lot nowadays. Narrative news tends to cheery-pick the facts. They
don’t give you all the facts. They look at big data and pick out the
parts that support them. And using the data, they go on to promote
certain points of view.

Second, as a reader, you need to be able to think critically
which is to reason logically and avoid logic fallacies. One thing
often mentioned in critical thinking is correlation does not imply
causation. Just because two things share a similar trend, it doesn’t
mean that one causes the other. Some people suggested that getting
the MMR (measles, mumps, and rubella) vaccine results in autism.

Data shows the rise in getting the MMR vaccine is in line with the
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rise in autism. But without a clear mechanism of causation, we
don’t believe one causes the other.

Another common logical fallacy is “ad hominem fallacy.” The
truth of certain statement has nothing to do with the person who
is delivering the statement. We need to separate the message from
the messenger. However, people often get you to believe a certain
statement more true or less true based on how much you like (or
dislike) the messenger.

Third, readers need to identify bias. When you read a piece
of news, ask yourself, “Is this piece of news objective? Is there
an insertion of opinion or value judgements? When it comes to
different points of view, is it a balanced news story? Are there
different points of view presented in the news? Are all points of
view objectively presented? Is the reporter trying to push you
toward a certain point of view rather than a different one?” If so,
there is a bias in the news story being reported, and you need to
be aware of it.

You also want to be aware of certain types of writing, especially
sensationalized writing. In this age of online news, it is often
referred to as “clickbait.” The purpose of this way of writing is to
get you curious to click on their link. And by clicking on their link,
they make money according to the number of clicks they receive.
Certain websites are notorious for this practice. They dangle
sensational headlines to grab your attention so that you really want
to click their link to find out what is going on. This is different
from traditional news writing which clearly states the issue in the
headline. When you see this type of sensationalized writing, it’s
normally not a good sign when it comes to journalistic integrity.

Lastly, it is essential that responsible readers check the sources
of the facts presented. When you read a piece of news that you
aren’t sure about its validity, don’t take all the information for
granted, go to the original news source, verify the source is true.
Under special circumstances, a reporter may need to protect a
news source, but that happens only in extremely rare cases. In
most cases, if a reporter gives a vague source or unnamed sources,
such as “a university professor said this,” but doesn’t say who this
professor is, be suspicious, because the information could be an
utter fabrication. Additionally, you can also compare the same
news story as it is reported by different media outlets to see if there
are major differences in reporting.

Because of the increasing quantity of news stories, both true

and false, shared through social media sites, especially by young
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people. There have been increasing discussions that social
media such Facebook, Twitter, should serve as “gatekeepers” to
monitor and filter out fake news. However, Professor Li doesn’t
agree with this. He pointed out that if Facebook, Twitter filter
out news then they are no different from media controlled by an
authoritarian government. He felt that it is the responsibility of
readers to demand objective reporting from high quality news
sources from ethical journalists who clearly distinguish factual
reporting from editorial commentaries to distinguish fake news
from true news.

Professor Li suggested that readers can follow a few steps to

counteract fake news:

* Read news with greater objectivity and balance. Avoid
news that panders to your perceived notions of truth
and justice.

*  Read news that is outside your comfort zone that targets
the opposite point of your view.

* Don't expect quick, simple answers which are often
inaccurate. Facts are messy, you need to come to your
own conclusion. Don’t expect to be shown “truth,” or

else you'll fall victim to the “echo chamber effect.”

Professor Li concluded his talk by saying, “If you can do all
of these, I cannot guarantee 100% that you will get accurate
news, but it will be close enough. And if you consume news this
way, you are not just helping yourself, but helping to change

the media environment.” &
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