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■ Post Reprint: “For ‘the new yellow journalists,’ it’s about clicks and bucks”
■ Guest Commentary: “The truth: In danger once more”
■ Student Activity: Real or Fake News?
■ Student Resource: Tips for being a better consumer of news"
■ Editorial Cartoons: Tom Toles | The Truth
■ Student Activity: Tom Toles: Read the Editorial Cartoons
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T he Internet contains so much potential for communication, 
enrichment and education for everyone. Where reporters 
have been blocked, citizens shed light on true conditions. 
Research findings and family news are shared. At the 

same time the growth in blogs and websites, social media and 
dissemination of information without verification require readers 
to be knowledgeable and skeptical, armed with information-vetting 
skills.

Two guys can create Liberty Writers News, write false stories and 
garner enough followers to be very profitable. Fake news producers 
do not value accuracy or concern themselves with the repercussions 
of their stories. Just ask the N.C. man who entered Comet Ping Pong 
with a loaded firearm. 

Editorial cartoons, guest commentary and news stories in this 
resource should stimulate discussion of beliefs about the freedom 
and responsibilities of the press, concerns for democracy and 
trepidations for citizens’ ability to discern fact from opinion, spin 
from truth, misinformation from falsehood. What happens if fake 
news obfuscates true news?
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by Terrence Mccoy 

•	Originally Published November 20, 2016

LONG BEACH, Calif. — Fewer 
than 2,000 readers are on his website 
when Paris Wade, 26, awakens from a 
nap, reaches for his laptop and thinks 
he needs to, as he puts it, “feed” his 
audience. “Man, no one is covering 
this TPP thing,” he says after seeing 
an article suggesting that President 
Obama wants to pass the Trans-
Pacific Partnership before he leaves 
office. Wade, a modern-day digital 
opportunist, sees an opportunity. He 
begins typing a story.

“CAN’T TRUST OBAMA,” he 
writes as the headline, then pauses. 

His audience hates Obama and loves 
President-elect Donald Trump, and 
he wants to capture that disgust and 
cast it as a drama between good and 
evil. He resumes typing: “Look At 
Sick Thing He Just Did To STAB 
Trump In The Back… .”

Ten minutes and nearly 200 
words later, he is done with a story 
that is all opinion, innuendo and 
rumor. He types at the bottom, 
“Comment ‘DOWN WITH THE 
GLOBALISTS!’ below if you love 
this country,” publishes the story to 
his website, LibertyWritersNews.
com, and then pulls up the Facebook 
page he uses to promote the site, 
which in six months has collected 
805,000 followers and brought in 
tens of millions of page views. “WE 

CANNOT LET THIS HAPPEN!” he 
writes, posting the article. “#SHARE 
this 1 million times, patriots!” Then 
he looks at a nearby monitor that 
shows the site’s analytics, and watches 
as the readers pour in.

“Down with the globalists,” writes 
a woman in Cape Girardeau, Mo., 
one of 3,192 people now on the 
website, 1,244 of whom are reading 
the story he just posted.

“Down with the globalists!” writes 
a man in Las Vegas.

Now 1,855 are reading the story.
“DOWN WITH THE 

GLOBALISTS !!!” writes a woman 
in Helena, Mont.

Now 1,982.
At a time of continuing discussion 

over the role that hyperpartisan 
websites, fake news and social media 
play in the divided America of 2016, 
LibertyWritersNews illustrates how 
websites can use Facebook to tap 
into a surging ideology, quickly go 
from nothing to influencing millions 
of people and make big profits in the 
process. Six months ago, Wade and 
his business partner, Ben Goldman, 
were unemployed restaurant workers. 
Now they’re at the helm of a website 
that gained 300,000 Facebook 
followers in October alone and say 
they are making so much money that 
they feel uncomfortable talking about 
it because they don’t want people to 
start asking for loans.

Instead, Wade hums a hip-hop song 
and starts a new post as readers 

For ‘the new yellow journalists,’ it’s about 
clicks and bucks

Stuart Palley for the WaShington PoSt 
At their apartment in Long Beach, Calif., Paris Wade, left, and Ben Goldman work on their 
pro-Donald Trump website, LibertyWritersNews.com, which has gotten tens of millions of page 
views. 
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keep reading, sharing and sending in 
personal messages. One comes from 
a woman who frequently contacts 
his page. “YOU ARE THE ONLY 
ONE I TRUST TO REPORT THE 
TRUTH,” is one of the things she has 
written, and Wade doesn’t need to 
look at her Facebook profile to have 
a clear sense of who she is. White. 
Working class. Midwestern. “And the 
economy screwed her.”

He writes another headline, “THE 
TRUTH IS OUT! The Media Doesn’t 
Want You To See What Hillary Did 
After Losing... .”

“Nothing in this article is anti-
media, but I’ve used this headline a 
thousand times,” he says. “Violence 
and chaos and aggressive wording is 
what people are attracted to.”

 “Our audience does not trust the 
mainstream media,” Goldman, 26, 
says a little later as Wade keeps 
typing. “It’s definitely easier to hook 
them with that.”

“There’s not a ton of thought put 
into it,” Wade says. “Other than it 
frames the story so it gets a click.”

“True,” Goldman says.
“We’re the new yellow journalists,” 

Wade will say after a day and night 
when the number of people following 
LibertyWritersNews on Facebook will 
swell by more than 20,000. “We’re the 
people on the side of the street yelling 
that the world is about to end.”

But for now, it’s only 7 p.m., readers 
on both coasts are still awake, and 
there are several more stories that 
need posting.

An itinerant lifestyle
Everything about the lives of Wade 

and Goldman has the flimsy feel of 

something that can be taken apart in a 
matter of hours, boxed up and carted 
away, from the fake bylines they use 
— Wade is Paris Swade; Goldman 
is Danny Gold — right down to 
the rental they found on Airbnb. It 
is stripped of accoutrements, except 
for some clothes strewn across the 
bedroom floors, a pair of laptops and 
a PlayStation 4. They say they plan 
on spending two more months here 
and don’t know where they’ll be after 
that. Every evening, they write stories 
on the couch, watch them go viral, 
schedule more for morning, head off 
to bed, and now, on another morning, 
comes Goldman, creaking down the 
steps.

 “My article got banned,” Goldman 
says, explaining Facebook had 
removed a trending piece headlined: 
“Right After LOSING The Election, 
Hillary Clinton Just Humiliated  
Herself In Worst Way Ever!!”

“F--- Facebook,” Wade says, 
knowing its algorithms sometimes 

assume that rapidly shared articles are 
spam and temporarily blocks them if 
posted by an alternative outlet. “They 
had a spam filter.”

Wade calls their server technician 
in Texas. “I don’t know what we 
have to do to get through these spam 
filters,” Wade says into the phone. 
“But we’ve probably lost thousands of 
dollars because of them.”

Goldman sits on the couch, logs 
onto an advertiser’s website and 
looks up how much money they’ve 
nonetheless made.

“Super great election sales,” he 
says. “There were some days where 
we were getting $13, $14 per 1,000 
views.” Between June and August, 
they say, when they had fewer than 
150,000 Facebook followers, they 
made between $10,000 and $40,000 
every month running advertisements  
that, among other things, promised 
acne solutions, Viagra alternatives, 
ways to remove lip lines, cracked feet, 
“deep fat,” and “the 13 sexiest and 

Stuart Palley for the WaShington PoSt 
Wade, left, and Goldman have little else in their apartment aside from their laptops. 
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most naked celebrity selfies.” Then 
the political drama deepened, and 
their audience expanded fivefold, 
and now Goldman sometimes 
thinks that what he made in the last 
six months would have taken him 20 
years waiting tables at his old job.

Wade and Goldman now have a 
lawyer and an accountant, employ 
other writers and are expanding 
so quickly that they’re surprised 
to think the majority of their adult 
lives were spent scraping by. They 
graduated from the University of 
Tennessee — Wade in 2012 with an 
advertising degree and Goldman in 
2013 with a business degree — but 
could only find unpaid internships 
and ended up working at a Mexican 
restaurant. On weekends, they would 
sell water bottles at college football 
games, and Goldman scalped 
tickets. Neither thought much about 
politics. Raised in liberal homes, 
they both voted for Obama twice, 
but as they struggled to find better 
jobs, they began to doubt those 
votes, their college education and 
the progressive values with which 
they were raised.

They moved to California, first 
Wade, then Goldman, and started 
an advertising business that quickly 
failed. But it did attract one 
client who ran numerous alt-right 
Facebook pages. He needed more 
writers, and in 2015 Wade and 
Goldman started doing stories and 
getting paid based on how many 
clicks they got. The first story Wade 
did aggregated a South Korean news 
report that claimed an anonymous 
source had said that a North Korean 

scientist had defected with data 
from human experiments. Wade 
knew he needed a picture to sell 
the story to readers. He searched 
online for an image of a human 
experiment that, as he describes it, 
would make people think, “What is 
that? I got to click.” He found what 
he recalls was a “totally misleading” 
photograph of a fleshy mass and 
made it the featured image. He 
wrote the headline, “[PROOF] N. 
Korea Experiments on Humans,” 
published the story and made $120 
off 10 minutes of work. It was, he 
says, a revelation: “You have to trick 
people into reading the news.”

Now settled into the career that has 
grown from that revelation, Wade 
turns the television to Alex Jones, 
a conspiracy theorist with nearly 
1.4 million followers on Facebook, 
who is the opportunist they would 
most like to become. Wade clicks on 
the LibertyWritersNews site, which 
says at the bottom, “You Can Count 
On Liberty Writers News,” begins 
typing a new story, and looks up to 
watch Jones yell into the camera. 
But it isn’t Jones’s monologue that 
Wade notices. It’s his setup. “We 
want to start filming in a studio like 
that,” Wade says. “That stuff works 
on Facebook.”

What works on Facebook and 
what doesn’t work occupies many 
of the conversations between Wade 
and Goldman. Explicitly telling 
people to prove that they support 
Trump by sharing their stories 
works, so they do that. Neither 
of them is particularly religious, 
but their readers are, so in their 

writing they ask God to bless the 
president-elect, and that works, too. 
So does exaggeration: “OBAMA 
BIRTH SECRETS REVEALED! 
The Letters From His Dad Reveal 
Something Sinister....” And stoking 
fear: “Terrorists Have Infiltrated 
the US Government! Look Who 
They Want to ASSASSINATE!!” 
And inflaming racial and gender 
tension: “BREAKING: Michelle 
Obama holds Feminist Rally At 
HER SLAVE HOUSE!” And 
conspiracy theories: “BREAKING: 
Top Official Set to Testify Against 
Hillary Clinton Found DEAD!”

Wade now finishes a new post 
calling House Speaker Paul D. 
Ryan (R.-Wis.) a traitor because 
“our audience hates Paul Ryan.” 
He shares a story he wrote on their 
Facebook page claiming that former 
president Bill Clinton will soon go 
to jail, not because Clinton will 
soon go to jail, but because his 
audience wants to hear that Clinton 
is a criminal.

“All successful journalism has 
shock value,” Goldman says as he 
and Wade sit at their computers later 
that day.

“There was once a lot more 
competition among newspapers,” 
Wade says. “It was like a race to see 
who could write the craziest s---.”

“And whoever wrote the craziest 
s--- won,” Goldman says.

“There used to be a joke that every 
single day a new world war started,” 
Wade says. “Because that’s what 
sold papers.”

Now Wade writes on their 
Facebook page that “THOUSANDS” 
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of protesters are marching “with 
MEXICAN FLAGS,” and 
meanwhile Goldman types his own 
article.

“What is it?” Wade asks.
“Megyn Kelly,” Goldman says. 

“Going to do great.”
“Yeah,” Wade says. “People love 

Megyn Kelly.”

Writing for audience
There are times when Wade 

wonders what it would be like to 
write an article he truly believes in. 
“In a perfect world,” he says, it would 
have nuance and balance and long 
paragraphs and take longer than 10 
minutes to compose. It would make 
people think. But he never writes it, 
he says, because no one would click 
on it, so what would be the point?

Instead, as 4,000 people are on 
the website one night, Wade and 
Goldman keep writing and feeding, 
writing and feeding.

Wade writes about a rumor he has 
seen on Fox News’s website, which 
says “the new batch of anti-Trump 
protesters has been bankrolled by 
individuals like billionaire liberal 
activist George Soros and groups like 
Moveon.org.”

“Dude,” Wade says. “The left 
has been, like, manufacturing the 
protest.”

Goldman, meanwhile, is typing a 
story — “It was a literal Hell Storm 
at DNC headquarters today” — and 
laughing at what he has written. 
“God, I just know everything about 
this statement is so wrong,” he says, 
and adds, still laughing, “What is a 
hell storm?”

He finishes it as Wade is putting 
an old headline on his story about 

Soros, one that has nothing to do  
with what he has written but once 
brought in a lot of page views. He 
shares it on their Facebook page and 
watches as readers stream into the 
website — first a few hundred, then 
nearly 1,000.

“Boom, dude, look at that,” Wade 
says. “That one is doing super well.”

Goldman scans through what Wade 
had written. “When are we going 
to go after this traitor!” it says. “It 
is time to take this traitor out! He 
should be pursued to the depths of 
hell and beyond.” He looks up and 
smiles nervously.

“Maybe there’s a less violent way to 
say that.”

“I’m going to change that one, 
actually,” Wade says, suddenly 
looking panicked as he grabs his 
laptop and moves to replace “take 
this traitor out” to “take this traitor 
down.”

“Down is so much better sounding 
than out,” Goldman says.

But the comments are already 
coming in fast. “Arrest and hang him 
for war crimes,” one woman writes of 
Soros. “This man should go straight to 
F@#KING HELL,” another woman 
posts. “I gladly volunteer to take this 
Traitor to America out,” another says. 
“Jail is way too good for him.”

Goldman and Wade often tell each 
other they aren’t creating anything 
that’s not already there, that they’re 
simply fanning it, that readers know 
not to take their hyperbole and 
embellishments seriously. And even 
if the comments suggest otherwise, 
they try not to pay them too much 
attention. People will say anything on  
Facebook, they remind themselves. 
They tell one another they’re only 

minor participants in a broader 
“meme war” between outlets such as 
The Other 98% (other98.com) on the 
left and Nation In Distress (facebook.
com/NationInDistress) on the right, 
but then they see the protests in the 
streets, the divisions in America, 
and wonder if their work is making 
things worse. What if one of their 
readers actually does harm Soros? 
Would they be complicit? Is their 
website dangerous? Or is it savvy 
entrepreneurship? Their opportunity?

And if it is opportunity, how far can 
they go with it?

One afternoon, Goldman has an 
idea.

“It would be a perfect time to open 
up a small liberal newspaper right 
now,” he says as he types a post with, 
“The Democratic party is finished! 
Just wait til you see what happened 
today... .”

“It would,” Wade says. “There is so 
much animus on the left right now.”

“You could get more traffic than we 
do now,” Goldman says.

“It wouldn’t be very hard to argue 
the other side for me,” Wade says, as 
he types a post that says, “LIKE + 
SHARE IF YOU LOVE TRUMP! 
It’s time to heal the nation. All the lies 
that we have been fed about him were 
wrong. He is not a Nazi, he is not a 
Xenophobe, he is not Deplorable, he 
is not racist and he is about to make 
America great again!”

Goldman keeps typing. So does 
Wade. There are 2,268 readers on 
their website, and it’s time to get more.

Terrence McCoy covers poverty, 
inequality and social justice. He 
also writes about solutions to social 
problems.  Follow @terrence_mccoy
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by roberT redford 

•	Originally Published March 31

Robert Redford is an actor, director, 
producer and environmental activist.

In July 1972, I was on a train tour 
through Florida promoting the film 
The Candidate. Entertainment and 
political press were on board, and I 
heard them gossiping about a break-in 
at Democratic National Committee 
headquarters at the Watergate 
complex in Washington. The story 
was being covered by two young 
reporters from The Washington Post, 
Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein.

The reporters were at the infancy of 
an investigation that would come to 
be known as Watergate, the greatest 
political scandal in modern American 
history. But at the time it was simply 
a few small articles about a break-in.

As time went on, I became fascinated 
with their story. It occurred to me it 
might make a good film — two hard-
working journalists struggling to get 
to the truth. My first idea was simply 
to make a movie about two reporters, 
the importance of journalism and 
freedom of the press. It was only 
later that the depth of the Watergate 
scandal was discovered.

I tried to get in touch with 
Woodward and Bernstein.

It didn’t go well. At first, they refused 
my calls, fearing they were being 

duped by the Nixon administration in 
some type of setup. We finally made 
contact and eventually made a movie 
about their story, All the President’s 
Men.

This year marks the 45th 
anniversary of the Watergate scandal. 
Because of my role in the film, some 
have asked me about the similarities 
between our situations in 1972 and 
2017.

There are many. The biggest one 
is the importance of a free and 
independent media in defending our 
democracy.

When President Trump speaks of 
being in a “running war” with the 
media, calls them “among the most 
dishonest human beings on Earth” 
and tweets that they’re the “enemy of 
the American people,” his language 

takes the Nixon administration’s 
false accusations of “shoddy” and 
“shabby” journalism to new and 
dangerous heights.

Sound and accurate journalism 
defends our democracy. It’s one of 
the most effective weapons we have 
to restrain the power-hungry. I always 
said that All the President’s Men. was 
a violent movie. No shots were fired, 
but words were used as weapons.

In fact, I had a hard time getting 
producers interested in All the 
President’s Men. “Newspapers, 
typing, journalism — there’s no 
drama here” — so the critique went. 
I didn’t see it that way. To me it 
was a story about two journalists 
hell-bent on getting to the truth. 
That’s the movie, but the real-life 
Watergate scandal didn’t have just 

OPINIONS

The truth: In danger once more

adriana uSero, danielle kunitz/the WaShington PoSt
The checks and balances the Constitution was designed to create functioned when put to their 
biggest test. Would they still? 
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two people searching for the truth. 
It had an entire cast of characters 
in minor and major roles who 
followed their consciences: President 
Richard Nixon’s counsel John Dean, 
whose testimony blew open the 
congressional hearings; Attorney 
General Elliot Richardson and 
Deputy Attorney General William 
Ruckelshaus, who both resigned 
rather than follow Nixon’s demand 
to fire special prosecutor Archibald 
Cox; and, most of all, congressional 
Democrats and Republicans.

Nixon resigned from office because 
the Senate Watergate Committee 
— its Democratic and Republican 
members — did its job. It’s easy  
now to think of Watergate as a 

single event. It wasn’t; it was a story 
that unfolded over 26 months and 
demanded many acts of bravery and 
honesty by Americans across the 
political spectrum.

The system worked. The checks 
and balances the Constitution was 
designed to create functioned when 
put to their biggest test. Would they 
still? Which brings me to the other 
half of the question: What’s different 
now?

Much. Our country is divided, and 
we have a tenuous grasp on truth.

There was a time during a period of 
national crisis when politicians from 
both sides of the aisle put partisan  
politics aside to uncover the truth. 
There was a time when Democrats 

and Republicans united to navigate 
a peaceful ending to a corrupt and 
criminal presidency. There was a 
time when members of Congress 
placed defending our democracy 
above party interests for the greater 
good. There was a time.

Now is a different time. If we have 
another Watergate, will we navigate 
it as well? In a statement in May 
1973, John Dean addressed what 
he described as efforts to discredit 
his testimony by discrediting him 
personally. He famously said: “The 
truth always emerges.”

I’m concerned about its chances 
these days.
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Real or Fake News?
How do readers know that the headlines and news articles they read are true?  As the Internet has expanded with 
more sources for information — factual, misinformed or fake — readers must be more alert. 

Review the Tips for being a better consumer of news. Verifying information with three reliable sources is an 
essential step. Be sure your news sources include established media organizations, reporters who work for accuracy 
and clarity (especially if they have received professional recognition for their work), and articles that provide 
balanced points of view.

 If you saw these headlines, how would you determine whether they were true?

A. Meryl Streep’s Shock Plans to Marry
     Co-star Robert Redford!
 

B. USA: Mother Gives Birth 
     to 17 Babies at Once!

   
  C. Malia Obama Expelled From Harvard 
      for Drug Violation
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 Read the following articles. Determine whether    
    they are real or fake news. Provide the sources 
    you used to confirm your response.

Former Alaska governor was critically injured in an 
automobile accident
 
 Former Governor of Alaska Sarah Palin was the victim of a 
horrendous crime this morning while driving to what authorities 
are calling a hit and run and nearly killed. The SUV she was 
driving rolled over several times and ended up in a drainage ditch.
 Governor Palin was taken to a local hospital under an alias 
in case the hit and run was on purpose and not a random act of 
reckless driving. According to her spokesman, she is currently in a 
coma with 2 broken vertebrae and a broken thigh.   
                          — April 2017

____ Fake news  
____ Real news  
____ Real elements, but biased

Tips for being a better 
consumer of news
The following actions, gleaned from experts 
in the field of media and news literacy, can 
help you weed out fake, inaccurate or 
biased news:

Go out of your way to confirm whether 
you’re reading, watching or hearing a news 
piece or an opinion piece.

Investigate the authority of the author or 
publisher responsible for what you’re reading. 

What was their intention? Who profited 
from publication of the information? Who 
was served? If online, is it a legitimate news 
source?

Check other sources to confirm the 
accuracy of the content and follow the story 
over time.

Think about what information or points of 
view might have been left out.

Notice creative techniques intended to 
attract your attention.

Seek out opposing points of view
and be open to information that challenges 
your own biases.

— From “Colleges turn 
‘fake news’ epidemic 

into a teachable
 moment”

The Washington 
Post Magazine, 

April 9, 2017
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Teacher arrested for stapling 
a “loudmouth” students’ lips shut

SPRINGFIELD, MISSOURI A 61-year old high school 
teacher was arrested this morning, after she allegedly 
assaulted a student with a stapler in order to “keep his 
mouth shut”.

According to witnesses at the Central High School, 
Dorothy Fransen was furious after one of her students, 
17-year old Jeremy Dunlop, kept interrupting her class and 
making jokes about her physical appearance.

She reportedly tackled the young man and held him on 
the ground while stapling his lips more than 45 times.

Amanda Jones, one of the victim’s classmates who 
witnessed the whole incident, says that the teacher 
“completely lost it” after the young man made a joke 
about her weight.

Another witness, Justin Reynolds, says he tried to help 
his classmate, but was kicked by the infuriated teacher. 
Fortunately, two officers of the Springfield Missouri 
Police Department were already on the site and Ms 
Fransen was arrested less than five minutes after the 
beginning of the assault. Ms Fransen now faces a total of 
21 criminal charges, including 5 charges of aggravated 
assault, and could now face up to 110 years in jail. Her 
lawyer, Robert Monroe, says that her violent reaction was 
due to the fact that she was being harassed by Mr Dunlop 
on a regular basis.

 Mr. Monroe claims that Ms Fransen is in fact the victim 
in this story, and that she “temporarily lost contact with 
reality” as a result of the harassment. She is expected 
to appear in court in May, but her lawyer has already 
announced that she would plea “not guilty”.
               — May 3, 2017 
____ Fake news  
____ Real news 
____ Real elements, but biased

aStral internet
A dozen police officers were mobilized to Central High School after 
the incident in order to collect the testimonies of the numerous wit-
nesses.
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What might the American economy 
look like if policy-makers had not 
engaged in decades of brutal betrayal 
against American workers?

A new report from the Congressional 
Budget Office provides an eye-opening 
answer to the question by examining a 
sector of the labor market whose wages 
have been largely shielded from the 
effects of trade deals, immigration, and 
job-killing regulation. These workers 
receive wages and benefits that are, 
on average, about 17 percent higher 
than workers with comparable skills and 
education in other parts of the economy.

The compensation gap is striking. 
The workers in the protected sector are 
better compensated than unprotected 
peers at every level of educational 
attainment aside from those with 
professional degrees or doctorates. The 
compensation gap is largest, in fact, for 
those workers who would otherwise 
be among the most vulnerable in the 
economy: workers with no more than 
a high school degree. According to the 
CBO study, the total compensation for 
protected workers with a high school 
diploma or less earned 53 percent more 
than their unprotected peers.

So who are these protected workers? 
They are members of the federal 
government’s civilian workforce.

The federal government employs 
about 1.5 percent of  the U.S. workforce, 
around 2.2 million workers. They are 
spread across more than 100 agencies 
and over 650 occupations. In fiscal 
year 2016, the federal government spent 
around $215 billion to compensate 
these workers. On average, they tend 

➌ Evaluate three sources of information for the same economics story.

Source 1
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to be older, more educated, and more 
concentrated in professional occupations 
than private-sector workers.

The CBO studied data from 2011 
through 2015 to estimate the differences 
between the wages and benefits of federal 
employees and similar private-sector 
employees. It sorted the data by level 
of education, years of work experience, 
occupation, size of employer, geographic 
location, veteran status, and demographic 
characteristics such as ages, sex, race, and 
marital status.

  What it found was that federal workers 
tend to earn far more than their private 
sector counterparts. Between 2010 and 
2015, federal workers with a high school 
degree or less had wages that were 34 
percent higher than private sector peers 
and benefits that were 93 percent greater, 
for a total compensation gap of 53 percent. 
For workers with a bachelor’s degree, the 
wage gap was 21 percent, composed of 
a 5 percent wage gap and a 52 percent 
benefit gap.

   Aside from those with the highest 
levels of education, the compensation 
gap has grown in recent years. Between 
2005 and 2010, for example, the total 
compensation gap for workers with a high 
school diploma or less was 36 percent. 
The gap for those with a bachelor’s degree 
was 15 percent. … [First 434 words]

____ Fake news 
____ Real news 
____ Real elements, but biased

Source 2

____ Fake news 
____ Real news 
____ Real elements, but biased

Summary Figure 1
Average Compensation of Federal and Private-Sector 
Workers, by Educational Attainment

2015 DOLLARS PER HOUR

Source: Congressional Budget Office, using data for 2011 through 2015 from the 
March Current Population Survey, the Office of Personnel management, and the 
National Compensation Survey.

The wages shown here include overtime pay, mtips, commissions, and bonuses. 
The benefits shown here are measured as the average cost, per hour worked, that an 
employer incurs in providing noncash compensation.
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by eric yoder

•	Published April 25, 2017

Federal employees on average earn slightly more 
than private sector workers with similar educational 
backgrounds, with less-educated federal employees well 
ahead while more highly educated ones lag behind, 
according to a study issued Tuesday.

A report from the nonpartisan Congressional Budget 
Office found that the overall advantage for Uncle Sam’s 
workers is even greater when including the value of 
benefits, although it also shows a substantial difference by 
educational level.

The report concluded that overall, federal employees are 
paid 3 percent more, ranging from a 34 percent advantage 
for those with a high school education or less to a 24 
percent shortfall for those with a professional degree or 
doctorate.

The CBO report is the latest entry in the long-running 
debate over how federal employee and private sector 
salaries compare. Various studies, using different methods 
and different sets of data, have reached widely varying 
conclusions.

According to the government’s official tabulation, based 
on Labor Department data, federal employees lagged 34 
percent on average as of last fall. Earlier reports from 
conservative and libertarian think tanks have concluded 
that they are ahead by amounts ranging from 14 percent 
to 78 percent.

The CBO findings, covering 2011-2015, fall roughly in 
the middle, as did a similar report in 2012 covering 2005-
2010 that found an overall advantage for federal salaries 
of 2 percent, also with a range by educational level.

It said that even though federal pay rates were frozen 
for three of the years included in the latest report, many 
employees continued to receive merit-based and other 
raises in that time, and the government slowed its hiring 

at lower-paid entry levels, raising its overall average 
salaries. The report also found the government’s benefits 
superior, by 47 percent on average, with a similar range by 
educational level. For those with a high school education 
or less, the government’s benefits package was found to be 
93 percent higher; for those with doctorates or professional 
degrees, benefits were found to be about the same.

The government’s advantage was largely due to the 
value of its defined benefit retirement annuity, a benefit 
that is increasingly rare in the private sector, especially 
in lower-wage jobs. The benefit measure also took into 
account the value of paid leave and health insurance, 
including the government’s policy of continuing to pay 
most of the premium costs for its retirees.

Combining pay and benefits into a measure of “total 
compensation,” the CBO said that federal employees on 
the lowest end of its educational scale are ahead by 53 
percent while those at the highest end are behind by 18 
percent — for an overall average advantage to federal 
employees of 17 percent. …  [First 440 words]

____ Fake news  
____ Real news
____ Real elements, but biased

Federal employee pay, benefits ahead of private sector on average, CBO concludes

Jim lo SCalzo/euroPean PreSSPhoto agenCy
A sign identifies the offices of the nonpartisan Congressional 
Budget Office.

Source 3
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Tom Toles
Fake news propagated by enemies of the people. A renewed fight for democracy and freedom of the press. Fears 
that truth is losing in the milieu of print, broadcast and social media. This is the current environment in which The 
Washington Post editorial cartoonist presents his visual commentary.

For each cartoon, Toles’ alter ego appears in the lower right corner to emphasize the word play, satirize actions, 
expand the image or add another dimension to his point of view. “Read” each political cartoon before answering the 
questions. 

December 6, 2016    Independent Press          January 9, 2017   Lying Press

January 12, 2017   Fake News            January 24, 2017   Alternative Facts
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December 6, 2016                  
1. There are two figures in the editorial cartoon panels.
    a. Who are they?
    b. What details help you to identify them?
2. Define these terms. To fully understand the commentary you need 
    to know them.
    a. Administration
    b. Conflict of interest
    c. Independent press
3. Toles is making use of a philosophic question that is well-known. 
    What is it?
4. What does the response of the figure on the right indicate about him?
5. Explain the comment of the alter ego as it relates to an independent press     
    and the public?
 

January 9, 2017 
1. What details inform you that a front page of a newspaper is featured?
2. In this commentary, the headline is a quotation.
     a. Who is the source of the headline?
     b. When does the media report on the content of tweets?
     c. Was this a one-time tweet?
3. Confirm sources and verify information are two fundamental rules in     
    journalism. In what ways do reporters and editors make sure this 
    happens?
4. What does Toles mean when he adds that the press is “easily    
    manipulated”?
5. What do you expect of press coverage?
 

TOM TOLES

Read the Editorial Cartoons
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January 12, 2017
1. “Fake news” was first used to refer to hoaxes and outlandish rumors.  
 The press used the term to relate false information Then candidate   
 Donald Trump began using “fake news.”  What does he mean when he  
 uses the term?
2. The news peg for Toles: News reports that American intelligence officials  
 had presented classified to the then-president-elect documents containing  
 allegations that Russia had personal and financial information about him  
 that could be compromising.
     a. When reporters got this information, should they have reported it?
     b. Trump tweeted: “FAKE NEWS - A TOTAL POLITICAL WITCH  
  HUNT!” in response. Did he call more attention to the story?
3. The second panel of the editorial cartoon, refers to what comments by  
 Donald Trump?
4. What impact does presidential use of “fake news” and “fake media” have  
 on the public’s view of an independent press?
 
 
January 24, 2017
1. An editorial cartoonist labels items or figures when he wants to be sure  
 readers know his references.
 a. What commonality is shared by the Titanic and Hindenburg?
 b. What commonality ties Nessie, UFO and Atlantis?
2. Why has TrumpCare been introduced among the images?
3. On January 22, 2017, counselor to the president Kellyanne Conway on  
 Meet the Press said White House press secretary Sean Spicer had given  
 “alternative facts” when he gave the number attending the inauguration.  
 Chuck Todd countered, “Four of the five facts he uttered were just not  
 true. Look, alternative facts are not facts. They’re falsehoods.”
 a. Do you think alternative facts can exist? Support your response 
  with an example.
 b. What purpose do alternative facts serve if the presenter’s information  
  can be counted or verified by several sources?
4. The alter ego sits in the right corner, but in this editorial cartoon he is  
 joined by another figure.
     a. Who else is in the lower right corner?
     b. To what does “Great! Again! allude?
5. Summarize Tom Toles point of view about “alternative facts.”
 


