Giving students a reality check
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WATERBURY — Four years before the national hand-wringing over “fake news,” a topic being debated in both socalled legacy media and the online social media platforms at the heart of the concern, the founders of a city company
decide to con- front the problem.
Welcome 2 Reality sprouted from a summer class, “Civility in Society,” at Post University. Two of the company’s
founders, Marcus Stallworth and Anthony Gay, both social workers, were teaching the class and asked their students to
create a society. They had to name a town, create laws and policies, and establish plans for economic stability.
They were appalled at the results. The students named the town after a rap label and gave each day its own theme, such
as “wasted Wednesday” and “thirsty Thursday.”
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“Their entire infrastructure was predicated on the narcissistic ideology each day would be based on indulgence,
pleasure seeking behaviors, and instant gratification,” Stallworth wrote in an article that appeared in Children’s Voice
magazine over the summer.
The educators found their students’ perceptions of the world were the result of media overexposure and lack of adult
supervision. They decided to try to empower young people by teaching them media literacy.
Stallworth, Gay and three other social workers began holding workshops, training sessions and seminars. Eventually,
they turned their endeavor into a business which employs social workers and college professors who travel the country
educating people about social media, especially children when they are most impressionable. The company, with an
office at Ex- change Place, formed in 2012.
The group helped lobby for a state law that required pub- lic school districts to implement social media education
starting in 2016. Also, Welcome 2 Reality has developed a three-credit elective at the University of Bridgeport called
“Social Media: The Good, Bad, and the Ugly.”
Stallworth, who is the di- rector of learning and organizational development, said students are becoming desensitized to
marketing and are too quick to believe what they see on the internet.
“Back in the day, we’d do research in an encyclopedia, look up and validate and vet these sources,” said Stall- worth,
who teaches at the University of Bridgeport. “Now, even at the collegiate level, folks make the assumption that if it’s
online, it’s true and must be real.”
He believes too many people get their news from head- lines and tweets because they don’t want to take the time to
read an article or click on a link to see the source. “We live in a society where people want things immediately,”
Stallworth said. “They crave that instantaneous response.”
Another part of the problem may be that students, not unlike the nation as a whole, rely too heavily on social media for
news. Al- though Facebook plans to implement features that help users understand the veracity of a news source, it’s
hardly a panacea.
On social media, people tend to follow friends who have like-minded views. They create their own echo- chamber,
filtering out what they don’t want to hear. The result is they end up reinforcing their own beliefs.
“What we see with this generation is they don’t watch the news, they don’t read a newspaper, they’re getting their news
through social media, which is not a credible source,” Stallworth said. “Anybody can post any- thing.” The public’s
trust in the news media has been declining for years. As the news industry becomes more fragmented, more Americans
seem to be relying on fake or biased news outlets for information.
“Americans increasingly get their news from late night comedy, internet click-bait on social media and the cable news
source tailored to feed the ideological and partisan assumptions of each fragment of the audience,” said Scott McLean,
professor of political science at Quinnipiac University.

“I suspect that the U.S. is generating widely held urban myths at a faster rate than at any point in its history,” McLean
said. Stallworth said he emphasizes to his audiences that the truth remains at their finger- tips — it just might take a
few clicks to find. “There’s so much information out there,” he said. “If you look hard enough, you can find the
information you want.”

	
  

