Fact Checking How-To for Librarians

Fact checking is the process of using a third-party (in this case, you) to verify all factual material in a story prior to publication. Fact checking is a collaborative process between you and the reporter to produce an article with unassailable accuracy and sourcing. Here’s a step-by-step guide to the process.

1. Read through the story once to get a sense of the content. What is this article about? What is the writer trying to argue? What are the important pieces of new information? Are there controversial arguments that should get special attention?

2. Read through the story a second time, this time using a highlighter to indicate all facts that must be checked. Facts include names and dates, attributions, causal links, etc. Look for facts contained within quotes, reporter assumptions that need to be confirmed, and memories—often faulty!—that are presented as fact.

3. Discuss the story with the reporter and get a list of her sources. Talk to the reporter about areas of potential concern for you, and parts of the story she might be worried about.
4. Go fact by fact through the story, checking against the reporter’s materials as well as second (or more) sources that you would use to check independently. This step requires lots of critical thinking and source evaluation. Do you trust the reporter’s source? Can you find other trusted sources to back up the reporter?

5. Some publications use a fact checker to check quotes; others trust their reporters. If the publication wants quotes to be checked, call the source and ask her to confirm the content of the quote. Don’t read the exact quote back, because sources will always want to expand and qualify. Ask for a confirmation of the substance of the quote, giving context where necessary.

6. Note your changes in a different and obvious color of pen, writing sources along each fact for reference. 
7. When you are finished checking the article, go back to the reporter to discuss changes. Go over substantive changes especially carefully. How does the reporter feel about the change? Does she trust her sources more than those you’ve looked at? Is she comfortable with controversial aspects of the story that you can’t confirm in other sources? When you agree, you’re finished.
8. Always save a copy of the fact checked article as well as all source materials, including citations and phone numbers. These should be filed with the publisher or reporter for reference in case the article’s accuracy is challenged.  
