
AoW: March 3, 2015 Name: ______________________________ 

Read the following article and participate in the guided highlighted reading. Then you can use this article along 

with the scenarios presented today to help write RDW #2 for Friday, March 6. 

 

Brian Williams Is No Exception. Media Lying, Exaggeration Are The Rule  
By Mollie Hemingway 

 

NBC News’ Brian Williams is taking a few days off from his anchor chair at the Nightly 

News. The Most Trusted Name In News (TM) is in a spot of trouble. He admits he lied 

when he claimed he was in a Chinook helicopter forced down by rocket-propelled 

grenade fire in Iraq in 2003. 

 

There are also concerns about dramatic stories he told about gangs attacking his hotel in 

New Orleans during Katrina. Whether he saw a dead body floating by him in the French 

Quarter. Whether he got dysentery on that trip. Or witnessed someone commit suicide in 

the Superdome. Also about whether he actually saved a puppy while on duty as a 

voluntary firefighter. Whether he was really “looking up at a thug’s snub-nosed .38 while 

selling Christmas trees out of the back of a truck” in the 1970s. And whether a helicopter 

he was in during Israel’s war with the militant group Hezbollah in 2006 was nearly hit by 

Katyusha rockets.  

 

I could go on. The point is that he’s beginning to resemble Jen from the IT Crowd: 

 

Obviously you can’t tell tall tales and keep your title as the most trusted name in news. 

But as a friend asked, “Is Brian Williams a liar?” 

 

If Brian Williams were just a dude at the bar, he’d probably be your favorite dude at the 

bar. He has great stories and tells them well. The well-spoken Williams is just an 

obscenely well-paid news reader. As Neil Postman put it in his 1985 book Amusing 

Ourselves To Death, “A news show, to put it plainly, is a format for entertainment, not 

for education, reflection or catharsis.” And that’s how we like it. 

 

A Far Worse Kind of Exaggeration 
 

Some journalists have responded to the Williams spectacle by running defenses they’d 

never imagine using on others — such as that Williams had ordinary false memory 

syndrome. Others are just waiting for him to be pushed out or quietly get back to work. 

Williams lied. I’m not defending him. But in a world of serial exaggerators and distortion 

artists, he’s the least of mainstream media’s problems. 

 

Exaggeration and distortion is popular or expected for many political journalists.  

 

Exaggeration is kind of what our media do. Now, part of this is defensible. At one of my 

first newspaper jobs, I would write unbelievably spare copy that accurately described the 

event or situation I was reporting on. My editor used to take his big red pen and scrawl, 

“So what?” across my copy, double underlined. It was a great edit. I had to learn how to 

make a story interesting and how to pull out the parts a reader would actually care about. 

 

Exaggeration is what the media do with every story, whether it’s Ebola, invented 

vaccination battles, climate change, and any slight mis-step any right-of-center politician 

ever has the misfortune of even thinking of uttering.  
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There’s a flip side to the exaggeration, which is distorted downplaying. This is what the 

media do when they suppress stories that make them look bad, whether Jonathan 

Gruber’s comments on Obamacare or the IRS’s admitted — admitted! — targeting of 

conservative groups.  

 

Sometimes they do a little bit of both — distorting and exaggerating the circumstances 

surrounding Michael Brown’s shooting death in Ferguson, Missouri, while failing to 

cover many other local crimes involving police overreach. They cover violent Occupy 

Wall Street protests with due deference while claiming that the massive and peaceful Tea 

Party movement was on the verge of unbridled violence. 

 

Brian Williams has a lying problem, granted, but the media’s problem with truth telling is 

much more harmful. 

 

Why does Dana Milbank have a job? 
 

Many reporters do great work answering the “So what?” question while also staying 

truthful. But many lean way too far into exaggerated gotcha territory. It’s one thing to 

build a story around the most interesting part of a speech. It’s entirely another to 

manufacture a controversy by willfully misconstruing the intent and context of the 

speaker. 

 

There is probably no better example of this latter type of reporting than in the work of the 

Washington Post’s Dana Milbank. I had the fun of being on the receiving end of one of 

his hatchet pieces — what he wrote was so exaggerated and distorted that it bore no 

resemblance to the event I attended. MSNBC picked up his exaggerated and distorted 

version of events without a moment’s hesitation. 

 

And yet when Milbank defended his lies, he had a ton of media pals back him up. 

Yes, Brian Williams told tall tales to make himself seem like a hero. That’s what the 

Washington Post’s Dana Milbank calls Tuesday. And I don’t see anyone talking about 

media integrity vis-a-vis his continued employment. 

 

Whether or not the entertaining Williams keeps his job, we have a media establishment 

overrun with serial distorters, gotcha artists, exaggerators and liars. And whether 

Williams stays or goes, people will continue to report low levels of trust in journalists. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

RDW #2—Sometimes people, even trusted sources, don’t tell us the truth.  The truth gets distorted by bias, 

exaggeration, miscommunication, or outright lies.  What are some things we should do to make sure we are 

seeing the whole picture?  Highlight transitions and integrate and highlight the word bias.  

  


