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Dear reader: By now you likely know that the shocking Jan. 6 insurrection at

the U.S. Capitol was largely the result of millions of Americans believing in

an alternative reality (that the 2020 presidential election had been stolen,

even though it wasn’t). The attack was a terrifying example of the

destructive, harmful impact of disinformation.

The reality that an alternative information ecosystem can come

dangerously to life provides even more urgency to the need for news

literacy education as a national priority, taught in schools across the

spectrum, from Maine to Miami to Seattle. Failing to provide our children

with the knowledge and skills needed to recognize credible and accurate

information is more than a disservice — it’s disempowering, putting them

at a significant civic disadvantage as they face a more complex information

environment than ever before.

News literacy is the ability to determine what is credible and what is not. It

is the ability to identify different types of information (for example, news

versus opinion) and use the standards of authoritative, fact-based

journalism to decide what to trust, share and act on.

Being news-literate means recognizing the critical role of the First

Amendment and a free press in a democracy, and interacting with news and

other information in ways that promote engaged participation in civic life.

It’s no exaggeration to say that being news-literate can be a matter of life or

death.

If a student doesn’t understand the difference between a news story and an

opinion column or how to spot dangerously misleading disinformation, the

consequences can be dire. Those who believe falsehoods about COVID-19

have flouted public health guidelines, endangering family members and

friends. Some have been sickened by ingesting bleach, touted falsely as a

COVID-19 treatment; others have died as a result of taking false cures (one

example).

The impact extends beyond just individuals and families. In December, the

mayor of Dodge City, Kan., resigned because of death threats after voting for

a mask mandate. Across the United Kingdom, people have set fires to cell

phone towers because of a false conspiracy linking technology to COVID-19.

The list goes on.

Conspiracy theories, falsehoods and hoaxes regularly spread unchecked on

social media platforms, contributing to a crisis in journalism, as Americans

reject a shared set of facts and seek information from a circular and self-

sustaining echo chamber of partisan media sites.

The number of quality, standards-based news organizations — especially at

the local level — is shrinking. As news consumers let newspaper

subscriptions lapse, gravitating instead to free online sources (many of

which are not standards-based), advertisers follow. One in five newspapers

across the country has closed, leaving communities across the country with

little to no coverage and stripping them of their local watchdogs. By some

estimates, 1,300 communities across the country lack any local news outlet,

leaving them with no independent oversight of local government and

business.

Why should we care? Research shows that the loss of local news outlets

results in greater polarization in voting, as residents retreat to those echo

chambers online where their biases are encouraged and left unchallenged.

Add to that a lack of appreciation for the role of a free press in a democracy

and growing public disdain for journalists, and you have a recipe for what

we saw on display at the Capitol.

If we don’t teach the next generation of Americans what sets quality

journalism apart, give them an appreciation for the central watchdog role

journalists play in holding the powerful to account, or help them

understand why democracy can’t function without a working independent

news media, then we have no hope of turning this dangerous situation

around.

Over the past month, I’ve seen social media posts calling for a mandatory

return to civics education and I couldn’t agree more. I would add this: Let’s

also mandate news literacy education while we’re at it, because a

functioning democracy can’t exist without it.

We owe it to the next generation to support news literacy education in our

schools across the country. Talk to your kids about the news they are

absorbing on a daily basis. Ask them probing questions that will encourage

them to think critically about what they are consuming. Persuade their

teachers and schools to adopt news literacy education as a mandatory part

of the curriculum and demand that we bring civics education back to the

classroom. You can even log onto our Checkology® virtual classroom free of

charge and take one of our lessons with your children. Who knows? You

might learn something along the way yourself.

Join me in helping to create a more news-literate next generation. Our

democracy depends on it.

Darragh Worland is vice president of creative services for the News Literacy

Project, the host of its podcast, “Is that a fact?” and a former journalist. She

lives in New York City with her family. To join the news literacy movement, visit

NewsLiteracyWeek.org during National News Literacy Week, Jan. 25-29,

presented by the News Literacy Project and The E.W. Scripps Company.

Being news-literate means recognizing the critical role of the First Amendment and a free press in a democracy, and interacting with news and
other information in ways that promote engaged participation in civic life.
Getty Images / iStockphoto

Hatch Shop Now

New Year, New Sleep - $10 Off
Fall asleep faster, sleep through the night and wake up
refreshed. Get $10 off now!

Ad

ADVERTISEMENT
Article continues below this ad

ADVERTISEMENT
Article continues below this ad

About Opinion

Guest opinions in Open Forum and
Insight are produced by writers with
expertise, personal experience or
original insights on a subject of
interest to our readers. Their views
do not necessarily reflect the
opinion of The Chronicle editorial
board, which is committed to
providing a diversity of ideas to our
readership.

Read more about our transparency and
ethics policies 

SIGN UP

Written By

Darragh Worland

VIEW COMMENTS

Top of the News
Faulconer blasts Newsom for ‘failed
leadership’ on school reopening
BY JOE GAROFOLI

Posey back with Giants after unique
offseason throwing program
BY SUSAN SLUSSER

117-year-old St. Francis Hotel hopes S.F.
tourism rebounds this year
BY HEATHER KNIGHT

After months of Zoom school, parents and
doctors sound the alarm
BY JILL TUCKER

BY ALEXEI KOSEFF

$600 checks for low-income residents at
heart of state stimulus deal
Gov. Gavin Newsom and legislative leaders have agreed to a $9.6 billion coronavirus aid package
that would provide $600 checks to millions of low-income Californians, as well as grants and tax...

Our Company

Newspaper Delivery Safety

Procedures

Privacy Notice /Notice At

Collection

Your California Privacy Rights

Interest Based Ads

Terms of Use

Careers

Advertising

ABOUT

Ethics Policy

How We Cover Politics

Endorsement Process

News Tips

NEWSROOM

Customer Service

FAQ

Newsroom Contacts

CONTACT

Do Not Sell My Personal

Information

CCPA

Subscriber Services

e-Edition

Reprints & Permissions

Corporate Subscriptions

App

Archives

Membership

Store

Subscription Offers

sfgate.com

SERVICES

RETURN TO TOP

©2021 Hearst

Skip to main content

Hatch
Best Sleep Tech - $10 Off

SHOP NOW

Ad

e-edition Account

https://www.sfchronicle.com/opinion/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/opinion/openforum/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/People-are-leaving-S-F-but-not-for-Austin-or-15955527.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Why-the-massive-power-outages-in-Texas-are-so-15954860.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/education/article/After-nearly-a-year-of-Zoom-school-Bay-Area-15955421.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/crime/article/Data-Burglaries-in-S-F-s-Richmond-District-up-15954563.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/What-health-conditions-or-disabilities-make-me-15954922.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/education/article/Vote-on-S-F-schools-reopening-agreement-delayed-15955486.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/article/Missing-S-F-man-found-dead-in-Mission-District-15953753.php
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://www.politifact.com/article/2020/nov/20/fact-checking-false-claims-about-2020-election/__;!!Ivohdkk!yjjM3yas1on9OeVfc4vjSKK3qiA41rgHKMhsuU52Txn1rCnhLhbgMR2dGD6tZgDS2Q%24
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://newslit.org/updates/covid-19-misinformation-life-and-death/__;!!Ivohdkk!yjjM3yas1on9OeVfc4vjSKK3qiA41rgHKMhsuU52Txn1rCnhLhbgMR2dGD6Nv04wGw%24
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://www.forbes.com/sites/jvchamary/2020/08/29/drinking-bleach-coronavirus-reasons/?sh=7c89dc0e1052__;!!Ivohdkk!yjjM3yas1on9OeVfc4vjSKK3qiA41rgHKMhsuU52Txn1rCnhLhbgMR2dGD5Sj3E8SQ%24
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/03/24/820512107/man-dies-woman-hospitalized-after-taking-form-of-chloroquine-to-prevent-covid-19__;!!Ivohdkk!yjjM3yas1on9OeVfc4vjSKK3qiA41rgHKMhsuU52Txn1rCnhLhbgMR2dGD45k7CW6g%24
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/politics-news/i-do-not-feel-safe-kansas-gop-mayor-resigns-after-n1251334__;!!Ivohdkk!yjjM3yas1on9OeVfc4vjSKK3qiA41rgHKMhsuU52Txn1rCnhLhbgMR2dGD5M76IAhA%24
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://www.businessinsider.com/77-phone-masts-fire-coronavirus-5g-conspiracy-theory-2020-5__;!!Ivohdkk!yjjM3yas1on9OeVfc4vjSKK3qiA41rgHKMhsuU52Txn1rCnhLhbgMR2dGD6bZ8NTOg%24
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://www.niemanlab.org/2020/07/margaret-sullivan-has-written-a-brisk-and-useful-guide-to-the-horrifying-decline-of-local-news/__;!!Ivohdkk!yjjM3yas1on9OeVfc4vjSKK3qiA41rgHKMhsuU52Txn1rCnhLhbgMR2dGD74-6HGtQ%24
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://www.niemanlab.org/2019/02/want-to-reduce-political-polarization-save-your-local-newspaper/__;!!Ivohdkk!yjjM3yas1on9OeVfc4vjSKK3qiA41rgHKMhsuU52Txn1rCnhLhbgMR2dGD7KElQhAw%24
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp__;!!Ivohdkk!yjjM3yas1on9OeVfc4vjSKK3qiA41rgHKMhsuU52Txn1rCnhLhbgMR2dGD5iFOiqUA%24
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://checkology.org/demo/lesson/5a41a4611211afa3035b1a3c07c52336ac9d7100__;!!Ivohdkk!yjjM3yas1on9OeVfc4vjSKK3qiA41rgHKMhsuU52Txn1rCnhLhbgMR2dGD5Ft29XzQ%24
https://www.sfchronicle.com/file/519/1/5191-Chronicle%20ethics%2C%20standards%20and%20practices.pdf
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/Republican-Kevin-Faulconer-blasts-Newsom-for-15957645.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/giants/article/Buster-Posey-back-with-Giants-after-unique-15958114.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/bayarea/heatherknight/article/117-year-old-St-Francis-Hotel-hopes-S-F-tourism-15955425.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/education/article/After-nearly-a-year-of-Zoom-school-Bay-Area-15955421.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/600-checks-for-low-income-Californians-at-heart-15958152.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/politics/article/600-checks-for-low-income-Californians-at-heart-15958152.php
https://www.facebook.com/SFChronicle/
https://twitter.com/sfchronicle
https://www.instagram.com/sfchronicle/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/sfchronicle
https://www.sfchronicle.com/
http://www.hearst.com/newspapers/san-francisco-chronicle
https://www.sfchronicle.com/customer_service/article/How-Hearst-Newspapers-is-delivering-information-15151951.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/privacy_policy
https://www.sfchronicle.com/privacy_policy/#caprivacyrights
https://www.sfchronicle.com/privacy_policy/#interestbasedads
https://www.sfchronicle.com/terms_of_use/
https://eevd.fa.us6.oraclecloud.com/hcmUI/CandidateExperience/en/sites/CX_15/pages/29004
https://marketing.sfgate.com/advertise-with-us-today
https://www.sfchronicle.com/file/759/0/7590-7528-Hearst_Newspaper_Group_Standards_and_Ethics_Policy.pdf
https://www.sfchronicle.com/local-politics/article/Election-2020-inside-the-newsroom-How-15519702.php
https://www.sfchronicle.com/opinion/article/How-The-Chronicle-s-endorsement-process-works-14499467.php
https://newstips.sfchronicle.com/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/customer_service
https://www.sfchronicle.com/faq
https://www.sfchronicle.com/newsroom_contacts
https://www.sfchronicle.com/mydata/
https://subscription.sfchronicle.com/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/e-edition
https://www.parsintl.com/publication/sfchronicle/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/corporatesubscriptions/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/mobile-apps/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/archive/search/subscriber/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/membership
https://sfchronicle.myshopify.com/
https://subscription.sfchronicle.com/checkout/439/883/?siteID=SFC&origin=footer
https://www.sfgate.com/
https://www.sfchronicle.com/e-edition

