
The Victims of Fake News: The Impact of Social Media and Fake News 

on Reporting School Shootings 

By Kara Redcay   

In 1938, actor and radio host Orson Welles tested to see how easily 

Americans were influenced by broadcasted news. He sparked panic in the 

nation by the reporting a fake Martian invasion in New Jersey. This report of 

fake news led to hysteria within print news and radio broadcasting. 

  

“We wanted people to understand that they shouldn’t take any opinion pre-

digested,” said Welles. “They shouldn’t swallow everything that came through 

the tap, whether it was radio or not.” 

  

Fakes news has been present in the media for decades. Conspiracy theories, 

false facts, and intentional deceptions are spewed out every day. As the 

nation continues to grow more and more dependent on social media and the 

internet, the risk of fake information in the news increases. 

  

Over the last decade, the use of social media for news has risen substantially. 

According to Statistica, the number of social media users worldwide has 

increased from 97 million in 2010 to 2.9 billion in 2018. Laurel Alin, a first year 

at Elon, commented on her generations reliance on social media for news 

retrieval. “Instead of growing up watching the news, we learned to scroll 

through our feeds and pick up information through that.” 

  

During the 19th and most of the 20th century, the most successful form of 

communication was print. Although as technology advanced, people turned to 

the television and radio. The introduction of the internet shifted the media 



industry heavily. “The internet and modern technology have changed the way 

we get and consume news,” said Entrepreneur Phillip Hodgetts, “It’s also 

changed the way the news itself is gathered.” 

  

Alex Krotoski, a reporter for The Gaurdian, commented on the impact of this 

change. “News editors- and in some cases, the governments that they 

observe- are no longer the gatekeepers to information because costs of 

distribution have almost completely disappeared,” she said, “If knowledge is 

power, the web is the greatest tool in the history of the world.” 

  

Today, more than 50 percent of Americans over the age of 50 retrieve their 

news online. The availability of this news is convenient, although it can be 

unreliable. Jordan Shafer, a journalist for Slate magazine, found that “fewer 

than 2 percent of factually flawed articles are corrected.” 

  

The accessibility of this news is dangerous because it can be spread to tens 

of millions of screens within seconds, whether real or fake. This has affected 

nearly every form of news coverage, especially school shootings. 

Since February, the Parkland school shooting and its victims have been 

prominent in the news. This event has been the target for fake news and 

conspiracy theories since the first bullet was shot. Survivors words have been 

twisted, images have been altered, and fabricated facts have been publicized. 

  

Kyle Kashuv, a 16-year-old survivor of this shooting said “The initial 

movement, in its purest form, was amazing. It got corrupted because now it’s 

represented as anti-gun and anti-NRA. ‘Boycott this, boycott that” he said “It’s 

detracting from the actual discussions.” 



  

The Never Again movement was created by Parkland students to ensure the 

17 lives lost were not forgotten, in addition to working to prevent the tragedy 

from repeating. This movement has gained the entire nation’s attention, 

putting the students at risk for constant attacks by the media. 

  

One of the most well-known Parkland survivors, Emma Gonzalez, has been a 

victim of fake news. In March, Gonzalez appeared in the Teen Vogue, prior to 

the March for Our Lives rally. She was photographed surrounded by other 

Parkland students as she tore a shooting practice target in half. According to 

the Washington Post, “A doctored animation of Gonzalez tearing the U.S. 

Constitution in half circulated on social media during the rally, after it was lifted 

from a Teen Vogue story about teenage activists.” 

  

This altered image was spread throughout the news and social media. The 

intended message of the original image was completely distorted and shared, 

as a result of technological advancements. “Public moments by the Parkland 

students are being scrutinized and stretched to either bolster or tear down 

arguments on social media,” said journalist Alex Horton. 

  

David Hogg, a 17-year-old Parkland survivor, has also been targeted by fake 

news. A conservative blog questioned Hogg’s original statement, accusing 

him of not being at the school during the shooting. These accusations sprung 

from an interview in which he said, “I got my camera and got on my bike and 

road as fast as I could three miles from my house to the school to get as much 

video and to get as many interviews as I could.”   

  



Hogg had gone home following the shooting before returning to campus with 

his camera. This did not stop the publishing of headlines such as 

“BREAKING: David Hogg Changes Story, Wasn’t at School when Cruz 

Opened Fire”, and “CBS News Bombshell: Marjory Douglas Student Leader 

Wasn’t at School on Day of the Mass Shooting”. 

  

These fabricated news stories are not rare when looking back on the 

coverage of school shootings. Nicole Hockley lost her 6-year-old son Dylan in 

the Sandy Hook shooting. As a mourning parent, she recalls immediately 

facing conspiracy theories and personal attacks. 

  

On December 14, 2012, theories were immediately published after the news 

of the Newtown shooting broke. News releases proposed that the massacre 

was a joint government-media operation to gain support for a federal assault 

weapon ban. Alex Jones, an American radio show host, said the Sandy Hook 

shooting was a hoax. “Someone like Alex Jones (of InfoWars) can amplify the 

most effective conspiracy theories and spread them to a large audience” said 

Dartmouth political science professor Brendan Nyhan. 

  

In June 2017, NBC interviewed Neil Heslin, a father who had lost his son in 

the tragedy. Heslin responded to Jones’ claims by sharing his loss that could 

not be fabricated. Days later, Owen Shroyer, one of the reporters 

for InfoWars, discredited Heslin, accusing him of promoting a fake story. As a 

result, legal action is being taken for the first time. 

  

On April 16, Heslin and Leonard Pozner, parents of victims of the Sandy Hook 

shooting, filed for defamation lawsuits against Jones. The lawsuit notes the 



case “arises out of the accusation by InfoWars in the summer of 2017 that 

Plaintiff was lying about whether he actually held his son’s body and observed 

a bullet hole in his head. This heartless and vile act of defamation re-ignited 

the Sandy Hook ‘false flag’ conspiracy and tore open the emotional wounds 

that Plaintiff has tried so desperately to heal.” 

  

 Jones’ reckless promotion of false facts and incorrect assumptions mirror 

those made in 1999 after the Columbine shooting. 

  

Direct media coverage of Columbine was littered with fake news. The stories 

released within the first few hours and days were products of hysteria, 

ignorance, and guesswork. The shooting, which took place for less than an 

hour, was originally reported to have lasted over five hours. The two shooters 

were accused of being members of a campus group referred to as 

the Trenchcoat Mafia. They were portrayed as racists who chose to perform 

this massacre of April 20 to celebrate Hitler’s birthday. 

  

“Those of us who covered the shootings repeated at least some of these 

stories,” said Andrew Gumble, a reporter for the Guardian. “We had no reason 

not to. They were confirmed, if not amplified, by the Jefferson County officials 

who gave news briefings several times a day.” 

  

These shootings have been a dominating factor in the news. The national 

interest puts them at risk for fake facts and statements to be shared. 

  

Karen Douglas, a professor of social psychology at the University of Kent in 

the UK said “People are constantly bombarded with information from so many 



different sources and it isn’t always easy to work out what is true and what is 

false, and which sources are credible and which are not.” 

  

In times of crisis, like during a mass shooting, it is nearly impossible to debunk 

all of the facts. Social media and the internet have made it even harder to 

disentangle reality and truth from a surplus of fake claims. 

  

David Wheeler, who lost his son in the Sandy Hook massacre, said, “The way 

this propaganda works is you take something insane and wrap it in a little bit 

of truth, and then all those people swallow it because it’s wrapped in a little bit 

of truth.” 

As the prominence of fake news continues to grow, social media platforms 

must better manage the spread of misinformation during breaking news. Hunt 

Alcott, and economics professor at NYU, and Matthew Gentzkowski, an 

economics professor at Stanford University, said, “Social media platforms 

such as Facebook have dramatically different structures than previous media 

technologies. Content can be relayed among users with no significant third-

party filtering, fact-checking, or editorial judgment.” 

  

These social media platforms connect the world, and limiting the freedom 

would contradict the First Amendment and freedom of speech. Although, 

measures must be taken to monitor the content. 

  

Roughly 30 percent of the general population gets their news from Facebook, 

10 percent stays informed through Youtube, and 8 percent utilizes Twitter for 

current events. These platforms hold a huge responsibility. People want to 

trust the media and its various channels for the news. 



  

Following the release of fake news on the Parkland shooting, these platforms 

have addressed their mistakes. On February 22, Twitter announced it would 

limit automated tweets and lock accounts to verify their validity. Youtube has 

removed various conspiracy videos related to the shooting. Facebook Head of 

Content Policy, Mary DeBree, says the company is removing any images that 

may attack the victims of the shooting. Although, the remaining freedom on 

these social media sites effect the reliability of the news reported. 

“These mass-shootings – who would fake these?” said editor of the fake 

news-busting website Snopes.com. “You can’t fake these horrible situations. 

I’ve covered their aftermaths myself,” she said, “and you cannot fake the smell 

of blood nor the way phones ring and ring and ring as people desperately try 

to talk to their loved ones, one last time.” 
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