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Internet-based disinformation did not originate, by any means, in the Trump administration, but
the 2016 US presidential campaign marked a turning point of sorts. A presidential candidate
actively sought to blur the line between truth and evidence-challenged assertion and, once in
office, continued prevaricating for four years about matters large and small.

As President Trump told more than 30,000 lies and inspired a vast online expansion in the
paranoia and conspiratorialism that have long been part of the underbelly of American politics,
mainstream media outlets and social media platforms alike struggled – often unsuccessfully – to
counteract the rush toward the world of “alternative facts,” QAnon, white supremacy, the COVID-
19 infodemic, and conspiracy theorizing in general.

In 2008, Alan Miller, a Pulitzer Prize-winning investigative reporter for the Los Angeles Times,
founded a nonprofit, the News Literacy Project, that aimed to help schoolchildren navigate the
morass of information streaming at them through their computers and a brand new addition to
the online world, the iPhone. In this interview, Miller describes the evolution of the nonprofit
which, he notes, became suddenly and unmistakably far more relevant during the 2016
presidential campaign. The project’s virtual classroom, known as Checkology, features interactive
lessons led by journalists and digital media experts who help students learn to “identify credible
information, seek out reliable sources and know what to trust, what to dismiss and what to
debunk.”

The News Literacy Project is just one of many organizations advocating for or providing education
that aim to combat internet mis- and disinformation. It is one of the most prominent media
literacy efforts. It has partnered with more than 30 news organizations, including The New York
Times, The Washington Post, CNN and many other prominent legacy and digital-native
publications and sites.

Checkology has racked up significant numbers of users; the News Literacy Project claims that
about 33,000 educators and more than 1,275,000 students had registered to use it between May
2016 and March of this year. (The corresponding figures from this fiscal year are 2,368 educators
and 127,038 students.) And the project distributes its news literacy and anti-disinformation
messages in newsletters, NewsLitCamps led by journalists, and other ways, including Miller’s own
writing.
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By the News Literacy Project’s metrics, Checkology has shown success in teaching students about
the role of a free press and the First Amendment in a democracy and in “acquiring habits of mind
to verify news and information, to know what’s credible.”

“What we sometimes talk about,” Miller says, “is teaching them to think like journalists, because
everybody in an information age is their own editor and everybody can be their own publisher,
and having them play those roles in ways that are responsible and credible empowers their
voices.”

Still, research shows that students in the United States have far to go in terms of learning how to
tell fact from fiction online. In this interview, Miller explains how the News Literacy Project came to
be and what he thinks needs to happen if the worst impacts of the disinformation tsunami that
has swamped the internet in recent years are to be mitigated.

John Mecklin (JM):
Why did you start the News Literacy Project? It seems like it was almost ahead of its time, 2008.

Alan Miller (AM):
So, in 2006 I was an investigative reporter in the Washington Bureau at the L.A. Times, and I was
invited to speak to 175 sixth graders at my daughter’s middle school about what I did as a
journalist and why it mattered. And at that time I was already concerned about two things.

One, was how Julia was accessing and evaluating this tsunami of sources of information of such
varying credibility, accountability and transparency. And the other was the wrenching
transformation that was already under way as the business model for journalism collapsed and
whether there would continue to be an appreciation for quality journalism among the next
generation.

So on my way through the parking lot after my talk I found myself thinking this is a long way from
investigative reporting, but if a lot of journalists did what I had done, it could be quite meaningful
and impactful in America’s classrooms. And that evening Julia brought home 175 handwritten
thank you notes, and we sat and we read them all aloud, and I could see where I had connected
and what had resonated.

And that was the seed of the idea that subsequently grew into the News Literacy Project.

JM:
Well it certainly seems like you’ve gained a lot of support and funding through time. I guess my
question is, when you were starting it did you have a bunch of research that said “Well if we do X,
we will get Y result.” I mean how did you start out to develop this Checkology, as your program is
called?

AM:
Okay, good question. Lots of steps there embedded in your question. When I started in 2006, when
the idea first arose, the first iPhone was coming out. Facebook was just beginning to gain some
reach. I mean, it was very early in terms of the kind of fraught ecosystem that has evolved since
then.



But I did have a sense that this was going to become a much greater challenge moving forward,
and I also had a sense that what journalists did, the process of verification and of determining
what was credible, was a very broadly applicable critical thinking skill that was only going to
become more important for the population in general moving forward.

And I had an enduring faith in journalism and journalists to be able to share this and to find a way
to teach it. In many ways I really took a leap of faith here. There was no research. There was no
field of news literacy at the time. I helped really create that field when I started, and I had been a
journalist for 29 years. I had no background in education or working in the nonprofit world.

It was kind of an enduring belief that I had, and so I then embarked on establishing a board and a
curriculum and initially working with a seasoned educator. He brought the pedagogy, I brought
the journalism, and one year to the day from when I initially took a leave from the LA Times we had
a basic curriculum to launch in a middle school in Williamsburg in Brooklyn.

That was our starting point and then we moved to a high school shortly thereafter in Manhattan,
the Facing History High School, and then a high school here in D.C. and then subsequently
Chicago. So we developed an original curriculum that was essentially a drop-in unit, not to
displace anything that was being used but to fit in when teachers were teaching about the First
Amendment or about the press and government or about doing research to be used in history,
social studies, government, English and journalism classes in middle schools and high schools.

And basically we learned by doing. We got into different schools and did assessments to measure
changes in students’ knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors. I spent a lot of time in classrooms
observing journalists. I enlisted almost three dozen news organizations, 400 journalists in an
online directory who came in to talk to students as a part of this drop-in unit.

And that became sort of our initial laboratory and showcase over the first eight years or so that we
were able to establish some proof of concept. We were able to continue to improve what we were
doing, and I had my second piece of enduring faith – I mean people said you’ll never get into
schools; I believed that we’d be able to do that ultimately, and that this would have enough value.

There were a lot of great questions about how you scale this moving from dealing with one
classroom at a time, one teacher and 25 students, and I always believed technology would show
us the way. Ultimately, we developed a very rudimentary digital unit that we piloted in Chicago,
New York, and D.C. using journalists doing narrating videos. We found that that worked well
enough for us to raise the funds to build a virtual classroom that we call Checkology and then
launch in May of 2016 as our really great leap to move to national scale.

JM:
Well it does seem to be awfully successful. What are the numbers right now in terms of how many
classrooms you reach, roughly?

AM:
So, I need to probably check the numbers on the educators, but I can tell you we are now, this
school year we have had – again I can go back and get you the precise number, but it’s well over
100 000 students that have registered. I know we’ve had over 76,000 students complete at least 



one lesson, meaning they’re active on the platform. We’re working with at least two dozen
districts directly at the district level, including the largest districts in the country: New York, LA,
and Chicago.

And then districts throughout North Carolina, South Carolina, Alabama, Indiana, Missouri. I mean,
throughout the country, in red states, in blue states, in purple states, and we’ve seen a really
significant uptake.

And whenever we’re getting in front of districts at the district level, the heads of teaching and
learning, the heads of social studies, the heads of English language, arts, they’re enthusiastically
adopting the platform and making it available.

JM:
Is there a red state problem? When you go to districts in Alabama is there a difference in the
response?

AM:
We just signed up Birmingham recently, as a matter of fact. No, and we’re in West Virginia in a
number of places. We’re finding adoption throughout the country, and we are rigorously – and this
is one of the things I’m most proud of – we are rigorously nonpartisan in everything we do; it’s in
our DNA. It’s something that I brought and others on the board brought from journalism, and you
can see it in terms of our board, in terms of our funders, but most important in terms of all of our
resources.

And in the case of Checkology, you can look at every word of text, every photo, every piece of
video and determine if you think it has an agenda or a bias. And obviously if somebody thought
that, we would take it very seriously. So we’re proud of the fact that we’re being widely used
across all regions, urban areas and rural areas, throughout the country.

JM:
There’s a question to do with false equivalence, and I want to see if I can ask it in some fairly
efficient way. Okay, to be nonpartisan, to teach kids how to process some piece of information
that they come across on the internet, that’s one thing. At the same time there are many news
sites that aren’t news sites at all. Breitbart is not the equivalent of The New York Times and Fox
News is not the equivalent of The Washington Post. And so I am interested in hearing you talk
about – how do you teach that without people on the right jumping up and screaming?

AM:
This goes to the heart of our methodology. What we’re doing is giving students and now the
general public – we’re now creating resources for the public as well, starting last fall – the critical
thinking skills to make judgments about whatever they encounter. Whether this is something, I
should trust; should I share this, should I act on it?

And we are not telling them what to believe in terms of a site, kind of platforms, the sources of
news and information, or what not to believe, because the fact is that even in the most reputable
news site.



You’ve got a combination of news and opinion and advertising, and it’s also imperfect by its
nature, which is one of the things we teach. We use the standards of quality journalism as an
aspirational yardstick against which to measure all news and information, but we teach that it’s
imperfect. So even well intentioned, highly competent journalists will occasionally make
mistakes, not because they make things up or create fake news, but because of the rush of
deadlines, competitive pressure, sources lie or mislead, or human error.

Bias will creep in, even if there’s an effort to be dispassionate, and sometimes journalists even in
reputable outlets will make serious errors in what they present. And then there’s the combination
of all of these different kinds of information. So, we really want students or anyone who is using
Checkology or our other resources to ask these questions about what they’re encountering and to
make those judgments.

And we believe that if they do so – and we know this from our data and anecdotal experience –
they’re going to be led to more credible sources of information and more credible news outlets.
We also do encourage them to get a wide information diet, and we have lessons that deal with this
on algorithms, on bias, not just to go to places that are likely to confirm their preexisting beliefs
but perhaps maybe to challenge them.

Then the other piece is we choose examples in Checkology – it’s filled with resources that deal
with contemporary issues – or in weekly newsletters, where we look at the most recent viral
rumors, hoaxes, and conspiracies theories. So we’re constantly choosing examples, and even
there we’re careful about having a mix of different topics and sources and outlets that we’re
sharing. We’re also debunking at the same time, and we teach about false equivalence. So I don’t
think that we get into that trap.

JM:
Obviously, a big part of everybody’s news diet comes through social media, and I was just curious
if the major social media companies have been receptive to your efforts. I mean have they helped
in any way? Are they helping you advertise the News Literacy Project? Are they giving you money?

AM:
So, we didn’t have any support from Silicon Valley, from the tech world, prior to the 2016 election.
That was a watershed of course for many people. It was certainly a watershed for us and for the
field, and in many ways we learned so much about what goes on with these platforms. And, of
course, we’ve got the Russian disinformation campaign and for us it felt a little bit like going from
a voice in the wilderness to an answer to a prayer.

Suddenly we did start to get money from tech companies. We’ve had a lot more attention from the
news media. We got a lot more interest from educators. So that was a watershed. We have
received funding from the Facebook Journalism Project, but they’re not a current funder. We’ve
received some in-kind help from Twitter through Twitter AdWords. One of our biggest funders now
is Apple and we’ve received some funding from some others out in Silicon Valley. We did receive a
generous gift from Jeff Bezos. And this all was in the wake of the 2016 election.

JM:
I imagine that a few people saw what you’re doing as being a little more valuable after 2016.



AM:
Yes.

JM:
What is the age range that you’re aiming at? I’m assuming that you’re starting fairly young, and it’s
mostly through high school, but is this also being pushed out to colleges? Because I would assume
the material has to be tailored for age range, correct?

AM:
We’ve made the focus on middle school and high school; initially we sort of wanted to see where
this would work so we cast a wide net. And we found we can make it work everywhere, though not
necessarily every time. So we’re talking about really 12 to 18, 6th grade to 12th grade. Sort of the
sweet spot with the standards is the 8th to 10th grade band.

But I will tell you that we’ve had educators use it with students who are younger – they need to do
more scaffolding – and we’ve certainly had educators use it at the community college and college
levels. Some of the lessons are more foundational and are really better suited for younger
students, and some of them are more sophisticated. There are lessons where I learned things
when I edited them about branded content and the role of algorithms. We have a really great new
lesson on conspiratorial thinking, and some of those could certainly be used at an older level.

And we’ve now created a version of Checkology for the general public. and we’ve taken out some
of the things that really aim more at the teacher-facing front, and we’ve got people using it who
are in the general population. And I do think that again, with some of the lessons, there is real
value across all age bands.

We recognized early last year that disinformation is just an enormous challenge across all
generations. And I’ve been hearing this almost from the start, people say, “This is great, you’re
doing this for kids, but what about me? Or what about that person that’s always sending me things
they should not send or always watching only that station?”

JM:
Or what about Uncle Pete as we call him?

AM:
Yes, so we decided to create a series of resources for the general public. This includes, a
Checkology for all. We have a weekly newsletter called “The Sift“ which takes the most recent viral
rumors, conspiracy theories, and hoaxes and turns them into timely lessons of links and
discussion prompts. We created a general population version of that called ”Get Smart About
News.” The Sift comes out on Mondays. Get Smart About News comes out on Tuesdays.

We created an app, this is over a year ago now, called “Informable,“ which is a news literacy game
that tests and builds news literacy skills. That’s for all ages; within two weeks of that coming out,
the Apple editors declared it one of the apps we love right now. We started a podcast called “Is
that a fact?,” which focuses on the role of misinformation in a democracy, and I’m now writing a
column every other week called ”Upon Reflection” where I look at issues around journalism, news
literacy, and education.



So by the fall we had launched all of those resources for the public, in addition to our primary
focus, which is working with educators to reach middle and high school students.

JM:
Our experts are really focused on this; I have sat in meetings where some of them have said,
“Disinformation is really a problem. And I don’t have a clue about how to really address it.” On the
level of once it happens, trying to track it all down and debunk it – that does seem like a pretty
tough thing. You seem to be more on the front end, teaching people to be their own defenders.

AM:
Look, I think this is a multifaceted challenge, and obviously it needs to be tackled on multiple
fronts. I think you can’t effectively try to combat misinformation without having education as a
piece of it and the need to inoculate people against it. Conspiracy theories, hoaxes, viral rumors –
they’re so prevalent, they’re so virulent. Sometimes they’re very difficult to decipher. They appeal
to emotion, and we’ve really seen the kind of jaw-dropping vulnerability of millions of Americans
to conspiratorial thinking, whether you’re talking about COVID or you’re talking about QAnon or
you’re talking about the elections.

We’re just racing against a rapidly rising toxic tide here. I really think that we need to have a sea
change in the way that we consume and especially share news and information, that people need
to have a much greater sense of both mindfulness and personal responsibility, so that they say,
“I’m going to be a part of the information solution instead of the misinformation problem.”

I think we need to see something comparable to what we’ve seen around issues like drunk driving
and smoking and littering. The difference is those changes took a long time, and I don’t think we
have a lot of time. We are rapidly moving toward an information dystopia, and we’ve just seen our
democracy have this stress test that it barely survived, and I think that if we don’t really seriously
tackle this problem, we might not be so fortunate next time.

So, I think that education is critical; it’s one reason we moved to doing the general public. We had
this sense that we just can’t focus solely on the next generation. We need to do this for everybody.
I do think that there’s a growing awareness – just as the 2016 election was a wake-up call in many
ways for what’s happening on the platforms or for what’s happening with the Russians – I think
2020 was another kind of wake-up call. I think there’s a recognition that [disinformation is] a
national security problem, and it’s really a threat to everything. When you step back, and you say,
“Why do facts matter?” – they matter because they’re the basis for what we teach in our schools.
They’re the basis for our scientific inquiry and findings. They’re the basis for our public policy,
debates and decisions.

And if facts are in trouble, so is democracy, so is our civic life. And that’s why I think that this is
everybody’s responsibility. We aspire to use our resources and expertise and reputation to
leverage what we’re doing with new partners and new supporters. We’ve grown a great deal, and
we’ve expanded our reach and impact, but we and certainly others in the news literacy and media
fields feel that we can’t do this alone.

It’s really going to require, I think, a really massive effort to defeat this existential challenge or at
least contain it.



JM:
I agree, and so I’m going to ask you what will really be my last question. It’s been high on my mind
that a solution to disinformation, a way forward, is to spend a lot of money on counteracting it. My
notion would be: Why aren’t there very high taxes on the companies that profit from
misinformation? That could be repatriated to your kind of efforts, government efforts, all sorts of
ways of supporting legitimate news.

In other words, why aren’t there higher taxes on social media? On the Googles of the world too.
What do you think about that?

AM:
I think that’s a legitimate question. It’s not only a legitimate question in terms of this kind of
education, but also in terms of news and supporting news. We’re seeing this shuttering of so many
local news organizations that I think is another serious threat to democracy if you don’t have the
watchdogs, the boots on the ground, people at the city council, at the planning boards, the boards
of education, the statehouses.

So I think that revenue could come from [taxes on social media]. I think that revenue could come
from philanthropy, from private individuals. I think there’s another key element, which is state
teaching standards. We’ve seen a move away from civics in many respects; media literacy is really
a key element of civics. I think that states should require, whatever they call it, they can call it
civics, they can call it media literacy. But it should have this element of teaching students the
essential survival skill of how to know what news and information to trust, and giving them an
appreciation of the role of the First Amendment and a free press and democracy.

One way or another, that should be required in every classroom, certainly by the time a student is
through middle and high school. It should be embedded in their educational experience, and
that’s something we advocate, we support. If that could be done, then, yes, I think more resources
to build capacity makes sense, too.

Alan C. Miller is a Pulitzer Prize-winning American journalist and the founder and CEO of The News
Literacy Project, a national education nonprofit that works with educators and journalists to offer
resources and tools that help middle school and high school students learn to separate fact from
fiction.



Exclusive: Mauritius’ First Female President on
Why We Need Science Diplomacy to Address

Major Challenges

Note: This piece was originally published on IPS, and has been reproduced here with permission.

HYDERABAD, India, May 20 2021 (IPS) - If we want to address the great challenges this world is
facing, we have to factor in science into all our narratives, according to Dr. Ameenah Gurib-Fakim,
the first woman president of Mauritius and renowned biodiversity scientist.

In an interview conducted over Zoom, Gurib-Fakim tells IPS the real cost of biodiversity loss.

“You know, human beings owe their existence to the byproducts of nature’s activities like oxygen,
right? And we don’t value it. We depend on nature and unfortunately, for too long, humans have
considered themselves to be outside of the ecosystem.

“We are very much part of this ecosystem, so let us stop destroying it because we’re not preserving
nature, we are preserving our own livelihoods,” Gurib-Fakim, who is also a successful
entrepreneur, says.

She also tells IPS about the importance of using science diplomacy to better international
relations and the importance of investing in the youth. Excerpts follow:

IPS: World Economic Forum’s Global Risk Report 2020 has just identified the loss of biodiversity as
one of the two greatest risks to global economy. As a biodiversity scientist, what’s your take on
this?

Ameenah Gurib-Fakim (AGF): You have raised a very important question. Nature gives us every
year over a hundred trillion US dollars. If you can measure that, that is the input of nature to our
livelihoods.

We have read the Word Economic Forum’s Global Risk report and I think by 2025, over 60 percent
of the big, big animals, the mammals are really threatened with extinction.

Now, if you look at a country like India, if you look at a continent like Africa, just think of a big
animal, like the elephant, how much does the elephant contribute to sustaining the ecosystem,
which we thrive on?

IPS: We have often heard you speak about science diplomacy. How could science diplomacy help
build better relations at an international level?
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AGF: Science diplomacy for me is the soft power. For the past few years, there has been an anti-
science sentiment voiced by major leaders on this planet. And this undesigned sentiment has
weighed very heavily again when it comes to addressing issues like climate science, for example,
climate change, biodiversity. They have weighed in as well in terms of handling of this pandemic
that we are currently living in. So, I think if you want to address the great challenge that this world
is facing, we have to factor in science into all our narratives.

We have also seen, at least in the beginning of this year, how we’re trying to revive the multilateral
system. And that’s why we need to bring in science diplomacy because we have to rethink our
multilateral system and we have to make it fit for purpose to address major challenges.

IPS:  How can the world help create wealth and jobs for youth across the world and how can
tapping into youth power and youth talent help build a more sustainable Africa?

AGF:  If you look at the statistics, 60 percent of the jobs that young people will work in have not yet
been created. How do we empower the youth, it’s investment in education, right? And, you know,
the education that I received as a child is not fit for purpose for my daughter … So what are we
doing in terms of investment in the education system for these kids to be ready for that job that
has not yet been created? 

If you look at Africa, by 2050 it will be the major provider of labour to the world. And the youth of
Africa is considered to be a boon. But I worry because that boon can very quickly become a bane.
Why are we seeing young Africans dying in the Mediterranean? Partly because they are climate
refugees. Don’t forget that climate change has impacted a lot of the regions in Africa. It has
impacted agriculture, for example, and this is a huge sector where the youth have been working in
and climate change has impacted crops.

These are things that we have to really consider very, very quickly if we are going to consider the
youth as being a boon, otherwise we are going to be in a similar situation as Tunisia 10 years ago,
when one person, by setting himself aflame, actually brought the country down. 

IPS: Can you identify a few sectors where investing in youth is needed right now?

AGF:  The health sector needs capitalisation very, very fast, but I’m thinking of another sector,
especially for Africa, the agricultural sector. In Africa, agriculture is estimated to be a $1 trillion
business. Now every time there is a messaging on Africa, we see a woman working with a baby on
her back with a hoe in her hand, digging a very arid land. And this is not what agriculture is. So,
just think what drone technology has been able to do, just think what smart technologies have
been able to do to empower youth and investment,…[and] how many jobs can be created.  But
again, it calls for smart investment in the youth, in the ecosystem and in infrastructure.

IPS: Many women and young people are trying very hard to become successful entrepreneurs, but
they don’t really have a lot of support to guide them or resources. What would be your advice to
them?

AGF: To become an entrepreneur, you have to have the appetite to take risks. And it is perhaps
easier for a man to take risks, because he would have been told from a very young age that he’s a 



breadwinner of the family.  In Africa, for example, you see that 12 million graduates are landing on
the job market every year. I don’t think any country is going to be able to produce that many jobs.
So you need to actually need them to become job creators as to being job seekers. But when it
comes to a woman, again, all the odds are stacked against her. For a woman to start taking risks is
already a big issue because we tend to be very conservative in our approach.

So this is where we need government to weigh in, to provide the ecosystem so that they become
job creators and not just job seekers. So the responsibility comes back to us again, but we have to
move fast because the world is changing. And over and above these pandemics, there are so many
other factors which are going to deter young people. But one thing that we must not do is allow
them to dream big and enact whatever ideas and be confident job creators and not just job
seekers.

IPS: Finally, what would be your three key messages today?

AGF: I will summarise it in three words: dream, dare and do. Dream big, your dreams must frighten
you. If it doesn’t frighten you, it’s not big. Take risk, go out there and do it yourself. There is no
cutting corners when it comes to hard work, because everything that you actually will engage in
will demand a huge investment on your side. And one thing that I’m happy to have been able to do
is that I have been able to show girls growing up in my village, that it is possible to reach the
highest position in the country through hard work and also by taking risks.

Dr. Bibi Ameenah Firdaus Gurib-Fakim GCSK is a Mauritian politician and biodiversity scientist who
served as the 6th President of Mauritius from 2015 to 2018. 


