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Live every week 
like it’s Shark Week



CAUGHT IN THE JAWS OF 
MISINFORMATION

• Aug. 20, 2023: Tropical Storm Hilary 
hits southern California

• U.S. Sen. Ted Cruz retweets this image
• Reality intervenes



Here’s the original. 
Notice the reader 
context flag (it’s 
not clear if this was 
there at the time 
Cruz retweeted it)

It’s (now) on Cruz’ 
retweet as well.



The aftermath: Cruz did not 
delete the original but did 

respond with an update, to 
which Big Cat responded in 

a retweet.



ALWAYS ASSUME THE SHARK PIC IS FAKE!



WHAT COULD THE SENATOR HAVE 
DONE DIFFERENTLY?

Media Literacy can help!



WHAT IS MEDIA LITERACY?

• ML should “[help people understand, produce, and negotiate meanings 
in a culture made up of powerful images, words and sounds” 
(Aufderheide, 1993)

• To be Media Literate is to understand that all media messages are 
constructed BY someone and FOR someone (and that YOU are one 
of those someones)



BUT SERIOUSLY,
WHAT IS MEDIA LITERACY?

Five Core Competencies:
• Access
• Analyze/Evaluate
• Create
• Reflect
• Act

Media literacy is the ability 
to access, analyze, evaluate 
and create media in a 
variety of forms
(Hobbs, 2010)



TWO SPHERES OF MEDIA LIT

Two different (but complementary) areas of emphasis 
(Hobbs, 2019)

• Protectionist: Keep yourself safe
• Empowerment: Become able to participate

Neither use of a technology nor critically assessing it alone 
makes one fully literate!



MISINFORMATION VS. DISINFORMATION

We most commonly think of Media Literacy as 
dealing with one of two things:
• Misinformation: False or inaccurate information 
(getting the facts wrong)

• Disinformation: False information deliberate 
intended to mislead



ALWAYS ASSUME THE SHARK PIC IS FAKE!
(BUT WHY?)

Disinformers share the faked shark pic 
to deceive others

Misinformers shares the faked shark pic 
because they believe it’s real

SEE ANY DIFFERENCES?



CASE STUDY: POLITIFACT.COM

• Pulitzer Prize-winning fact 
checking site

• Partnership with Reed College 
of Media at WVU since 2016

• Students identify claims by 
public officials or in public 
interest and check them out

• PF issues a ruling, ranging from 
“True” to “Pants on Fire”







• Out of 124 checked claims, only 24% were some 
level of “false”

• Only 1.6% were “Pants on Fire”
• Focusing on the worst and most malicious examples 

can lead to overlooking more common and everyday 
ones



WHY “HALF TRUE” MATTERS

• There’s truth in the original claim – it was a 
bad spill!

• The poster, Tim Pool, is a local podcaster who 
was reporting what he claims to have heard
• We’d call that Misinformation

• When news is hot, there can be a desire to 
believe it’s even bigger than it is



UNDERSTANDING PERSUASIVE 
APPEALS

Or: Let’s ask the Greeks



ETHOS LOGOS PATHOS
Character or 
authority

Logic, facts & 
figures

Emotional 
appeals

Celebrities, 
uniforms, 
professionals

Facts, 
percentages, 
lots of words, 
charts

Fear, desire, 
empathy, 
hunger, humor

WHAT’S ARISTOTLE HAVE TO SAY?

If you WANT to believe 
it, check it out!

Point 1: These are three standard tools of persuasion

Point 2: They are also signifiers, and “a sign is anything that can be used to lie” (Eco)



ETHOS: SOURCE CREDIBILITY



TRUST ME, I’M A DOCTOR

• Bob Britten, Ph.D.
(U. of Missouri, 2008)

• That means I can put “Doctor” in front 
of my name

• It does not mean you want me 
operating on you



TRUST ME, I’M A DOCTOR

“Even though residents of Shanksville had been 
maintaining and archiving memorial artifacts 
from the Flight 93 crash for years,” said Dr. 
Britten, “they would describe their work as less 
‘real’ than that of an official (meaning 
government constructed) memorial.”
• I research media and collective memory
• Verifiable: You can find ample evidence of this



TRUST ME, I’M (NOT THAT KIND OF) 
A DOCTOR

“Based on my observations, the 
coronavirus is likely to fade away like 
other epidemics,” said Dr. Britten. “It’s 
just not something we have to worry 
about anymore.”
• I am not a virologist or epidemiologist
• The quote doesn’t claim I am, but the 

“Dr.” – and the fact that I’m quoted as 
an expert – essentially does that work 



LOGOS: LOGICAL ARGUMENT



Map of Lahaina Buildings 
Destroyed in Wildfire

Wall Street Journal
(Aug. 11, 2023)

A common place for 
Logos-based arguments is 
in information graphics, 
which are based on data



“Who’s most likely to 
smoke weed, and is it 

NPR listeners?”

Washington Post
(July 14, 2023)



Remember that 
CORRELATION

(two things aligning) 
does not equal 

CAUSATION
(one thing leading to 

the other)

https://www.tylervigen.com/spurious-correlations 

https://www.tylervigen.com/spurious-correlations


Assuming the 
reported numbers 

are accurate, 
what’s problematic 

about this chart?

From Bloomberg News



What’s compelling 
about these charts 
about pornography 

consumption 
between Red and 

Blue states?

(Red/Blue based on 
2012 presidential 

election votes)



Non-geocoded data 
defaults to the 

geographic center of 
the U.S., which is…

This provides us a segue to the third persuasive appeal…



PATHOS: EMOTIONAL APPEAL

Once again: If you’re WANTING it to be true, that’s your 
best warning sign for checking things out - not because it’s 
probably false, but because you’re FEELING instead of 
THINKING!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9gspElv1yvc


Yeah, Hurricane Shark lives in Pathos.



START BUILDING YOUR TOOLBOX



START BUILDING YOUR TOOLBOX

• Fact-checking sites (typically news oriented): PolitiFact.com, 
FactCheck.org, OpenSecrets.org, TruthOrFiction.com, 
Washington Post’s Fact Checker

• General debunking resources: Snopes.com, Hoax-slayer.com

• Visual tools: Google Reverse Image Search, Tineye.com

None are perfect – just like an actual toolbox! Find what you need 
in situation, and use them together!



TOOL:“ABOUT US” PAGES
AND PROFILES

• Every site should have an 
About Us page

• For social media, that’s their 
Profile page
• Is there one?
• Is a name attached?
• Can you contact them?
• Who does it say pays their bills?



On the Washington 
Post, scroll ALL the 
way down and click 

“About the Post”

You then have to click on newsroom 
leadership (opinion and management 
have separate pages)



On WVU’s 
student 

newspaper, click 
“HOME” at the 

top and select 
“About Us”

After that, click “Meet 
the Editorial Staff”



Are parody sites like 
The Onion mis- or 
disinformation?



Are parody sites like 
The Onion mis- or 
disinformation?



That doesn’t mean people
(or governments) can’t use it to

spread misinformation!



SOCIAL MEDIA PROFILES

• Just click the profile!
• What’s their profile image?
• When did they create the 

account?
• How often do they post?
• What do they post ABOUT?



Dan Katz, writer for Barstool Sports

Regularly posts jokes and satire

Responses were clearly in on the joke





COMMON RED FLAGS

•What can you tell about this profile?
•When was the account created?
•Do they post about non-political subjects?
•Are the posts ALL polarizing (us vs. them)?
•How’s the spelling and grammar?
•Bonus points: Could you image search the profile pic?



TROLL OR LEGIT?

It’s time to play…







Example and analysis courtesy https://spotthetroll.org/ 

https://spotthetroll.org/




TOOL: GOOGLE REVERSE IMAGE SEARCH

• Save an image or its URL

• Go to images.google.com

• Click the camera icon in the search bar

• Paste an image URL or upload an image

• See what turns up!



https://www.google.com/search?tbs=sbi:AMhZZitfPkeQdphdAxQC_1BdGNbQNeNO4DFa9aAKUY7W-o_1PPl9vrINTbLu1jmz7kylGVi0BTlEhj90kLp9IhHafdAoA2sqZBQhecbitEirZfuyy1l5P9L79AoqIX01BtLkxBVIzYiTe-CXsxUVLkURHS7ihzWBlJJW9ohfz7h4ODBxIyNOmAogB3fZReA5UyVB2Ea-AJBvukeXH




TOOL: SNOPES
(AND OTHER FACT-CHECKING RESOURCES)

• Snopes.com probably has already 
covered it
• “Houston Shark photo” gives you this.

• It’s also tagged to the “Fauxtography” 
category

• Develop go-to resources (but always 
maintain your skepticism!)

https://www.snopes.com/photos/animals/puertorico.asp
https://www.snopes.com/category/facts/photos/




Bonus points: The frequent 
use of “did” and “did not” 
in headlines for more 
significant stories is 
another mark in Snopes’ 
favor (no teasing of the 
reveal)



WHAT DO WE DO NOW?



DEVELOP YOUR SENSE OF SMELL

• Emotional appeals: The more you WANT to believe it, the 
more you need to check it out!

• Rely on tools and good habits
• Check the profile, about page, source, etc.

• Search the fact checking sites (Snopes, Politifact)

• Google Reverse Image Search

• Remember: The shark pic is ALWAYS fake!



…except when it’s real.



THANK YOU!


