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Two kinds of fact-checking



“Barack Obama, the first African-
American president of the Harvard 
Law Review, was born in Kenya 
and raised in Indonesia and 
Hawaii.”

1991 booklet by Acton & Dystel

“This was nothing more than a fact 
checking error by me ... There was 
never any information given to us 
by Obama ... suggesting in any 
way that he was born in Kenya and 
not Hawaii.

Miriam Goderich, 2012



Proofreader (1803, OED): A person who reads text in proof 
in order to find and mark errors for correction.



Corrected proof of 
David Foster 
Wallace’s 
“Democracy and 
Commerce at the 
U.S. Open,” Tennis 
Magazine, 1996

Copy editor (1899, OED): One who edits copy for printing.



Fact-checker (1920s): A person who verifies the factual 
accuracy of an article before publication.

“Any bright girl who really 
applies herself to the handling 
of the checking problem can 
have a very pleasant time with 
it and fill the week with happy 
moments and memorable 
occasions.”

Time editor, 1920s



“Each word in the piece that 
has even a shred of fact 
clinging to it is scrutinized, 
and, if passed, given the 
checker’s imprimatur, which 
consists of a tiny pencil 
tick.”

Sara Lippincott, 
New Yorker fact-checker



“Daisey lied to me and to This American Life 
producer Brian Reed during the fact checking we 
did on the story, before it was broadcast. ... In the 
end, this was our mistake.” 

This American Life’s Ira Glass



















What do fact-checkers do?





“In the last two years, the federal government spent $7 
trillion and our economy lost seven million jobs. I guess we 
ought to be glad they didn’t spend $12 trillion. We might 
have lost 12 million jobs.”



“It was a fact that went completely unchallenged by the New 
York Times reporter, and the New York Times is one of the 
— is the best paper that we have in the country.”

author’s fieldnotes, 2011-06-09



“Haley Barbour grossly exaggerated the nation’s job losses 
under President Barack Obama in a March 14 speech in 
Chicago. ... Barbour is dead wrong about job losses in the 
last two years. He’s not even close.”



“It’s standard journalism practices that should be used more 
by more journalists, but sometimes they don’t have the time 
or they’re on deadline, and you just — so it becomes ‘he 
said, she said,’ and the reader is left confused and not 
really knowing what’s the truth. And that’s where we try to 
come in.”

author’s fieldnotes, 2011-06-09
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“When using a word amounts to 
taking sides in a political dispute, 
our general practice is to supply 
the readers with the information to 
decide for themselves.”

Bill Keller, NYT  

“Our language in general is totally 
evaluative and loaded with 
meaning, and so whatever 
someone uses, if someone else 
disagrees with it, then that 
language is wrong.”

Alicia Shepard, NPR



“PolitiFact is different. And it can feel awkward at first. You 
have to decide which side is right. And I have to say, the 
first time I wrote the words, ‘President Obama 
exaggerated’ ... it made me feel really uncomfortable.”

author’s fieldnotes, 2011-06-15



Where does fact-checking come from?



“All the waste in a year from a 
nuclear power plant can be 
stored under a desk.”

“Trees cause more pollution 
than automobiles do.”





“President Reagan went to a 
familiar well in his news 
conference Tuesday night… 
But he also was dogged by a 
familiar problem: he made 
numerous factual mistakes in 
his claims about the 
economy”



Reagan said: “They have eliminated the segregation we 
once had in our own country — the type of thing were hotels 
and restaurants ... were segregated — that has all been 
eliminated.”

In fact, hotels and restaurants must have special 
government permits to serve blacks. ... [M]any hotels and 
restaurants remain off-limits to blacks. ... [T]here are no 
integrated movie houses in South Africa.



“After two or three weeks of it, the public at large said, ‘Why 
don’t you leave the man alone, he is trying to be honest, he 
makes mistakes, so what.’ And then we stopped doing it. 
We stopped truth-squadding every press conference. We 
left it then to the Democrats.”

Walter Pincus on Bill Moyers’ Journal, 2007-04-25





“Tank Ride,” 1988, Bush-Quayle ’88



“I’m fed up with it. Never seen anything like it in my 25 years 
of public life: George Bush’s negative TV ads. Distorting my 
record. Full of lies and he knows it.”

Michael Dukakis, 1988-10-21



ABC Evening News 10-19-88



“The problem [is] you always want to find two sides of a 
story. In this case there was only one side of the story, and I 
was unsuccessful in convincing them that sometimes 
there's only one side of a story.”

ABC’s Richard Threlkeld, 1992-02-26
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THE NEW POLITICAL BOSSES: Should News Media Police the Accuracy of Ads?
Broder, David S
The Washington Post (1974-Current file); Jan 19, 1989; 
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“Many political consultants take the position that it is up to 
the press to police the accuracy and fairness of campaign 
advertising — a role many journalists are reluctant to take 
on.”



1995: 
Snopes.com



2001: 
Spinsanity



2003: 
FactCheck.org





Source: Duke Reporters’ Lab



The limits of fact-checking





“Strictly speaking, the White House was not exclusively built 
by slaves; it was built by a combination of slaves, free blacks 
and whites. But slaves were significantly involved in the 
construction of the White House, so we have no quarrel with 
the way Obama worded her claim. We rate it True.”



“Simply saying, ‘slaves worked on the White House’ 
implies slave labor, which implies work with no pay.”

“Slaves that worked there were well fed and had decent 
lodgings provided by the government…”

Readers will “envision slaves as the sole providers of the 
labor, sweating, thirsty, being whipped…”



“It is a false statement. The White House was fully 
reconstructed from 1814 to 1817 (as a result of it being 
burned by British troops in the War of 1812) and then again 
from 1947 to 1952… Every single stone laid by the original 
hired labor of free black men, white workers and artisans, 
Irish, Scottish and some slaves has been moved and put 
there again by paid workers.”



Thank you.


