0110: What is Google (not) telling me?
“Your computer monitor is a kind of one-way mirror, reflecting your own interests while
algorithmic observers watch what you click.”
Eli Pariser
This unit explores one everyday action: the internet search, and how to move beyond
the filter bubble: how do we move away from the data we are presented with by the
algorithms built into search engines.
As the Internet grew, and pages proliferated there needed to be a way to find the
correct needle in the haystack. A number of search engines produce an index of
millions of web pages and where they can be found. Some of these became more
popular than others, and some disappeared: Ask Jeeves for example.
Did you know: Google was originally called Backrub.
What is a filter bubble?
As you use a Search engine such as Google it learns what you look for and what you
click on from the search results that you are presented with.
https://theconversation.com/three-ways-facebook-could-reduce-fake-news-without-r
esorting-to-censorship-69033
The term was coined by Eli Pariser of the website Upworthy
https://fs.blog/2017/07/filter-bubbles/
The algorithms in any online tool will learn from previous searches and place those
nearer the top. News that we dislike or disagree with is automatically filtered out and
this might have the effect of narrowing what we know and hiding sites which may take
us in new directions.
You will be shown results in order of significance, although students should also be
aware that the ones at the very top of a Google search are often promoted entries, and
users may also be shown a Google map if looking for a business, which will feature
those businesses that have paid to be featured.
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On Twitter this effect is also sometimes called the ‘echo chamber’ effect: people tend
to follow other accounts which promote views that they want to hear or which they
agree with. This means that they don’t always see the opposite views, which may
encourage them to be a little critical of what they are reading and viewing.
The phrase ‘fake news’ grew in prominence during the time of Donald Trump’s US
presidency, and was even applied to some of the professional news agencies such as
CNN.
This website provides some useful ways to spot fake news.
https://blogs.ifla.org/lpa/files/2017/01/How-to-Spot-Fake-News.pdf
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Activity 13
Sit next to another student, and conduct searches on a number of topics.
Choose three things that you think you regularly search for, and which are different to
those of your partner. What are the differences that occur within the search results
you are presented with?
What information might you be led towards that another person would not be?
What are the implications of this for your daily use of the internet and the ads that
may be targeted toward your demographic, or someone with your own searches.

This is an old story, which shows this sort of practice is not new:
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kashmirhill/2012/02/16/how-target-figured-out-a-tee
n-girl-was-pregnant-before-her-father-did/?sh=46b2fe576668
How does this manipulation also occur with other social media that you use?
E.g. the recommendations of who to follow on Twitter, or ‘Books you may like’ on
Amazon.
Tools List
Tool to use

URL / location

How would you use it?

First Draft

https://firstdraftnews.org/

Tries to avoid
misinformation and ‘fake
news’

IFLA

https://blogs.ifla.org/lpa/fi Diagram above - shared
les/2017/01/How-to-Spot under CC Licence 4.0 and
-Fake-News.pdf
can be used within a
classroom as a display.

Gapminder Tools

http://gapminder.org

Explores misconceptions
about the world. Take the
Worldview Upgrader test
to see how accurate your
world knowledge is. Also
check out the Worldview
Upgrader which is based
on the Sustainable
Development Goals.

Articles:
https://www.cnet.com/how-to/google-collects-a-frightening-amount-of-data-about-y
ou-you-can-find-and-delete-it-now/ - Google and your data
BBC video on data protection:
https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/articles/zd9tt39
Further Reading:
‘Living in Data’ by Jer Thorp (2021, Farrar, Strauss and Giroux)
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