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To Trust or Not?... Media Literacy:  

A Civic Right and Requisite Part of  

Social Studies Education Today 

By Liz Ramos  

Today’s information and media ecosystem 

is vastly different than the one many of today’s 

educators grew up in. Many of us remember 

going to the library and using the card cata-

log, books, and encyclopedias to research 

and planning when to call friends at home 

using a landline. Today’s students are living 

in a vastly different world. Many of our stu-

dents have a cell phone that puts the world 

in their hands. Educators utilize computer 

labs and Chromebook carts in their classes 

to have students seek out information and 

create products to demonstrate their new 

understandings. Additionally, many of our 

students spend hours a day on the internet and 

on their personal cellular devices between 

school and personal time.  

 

While students have many resources to seek 

out information and are engaging in social me-

dia use, many of them are unaware of how to 

navigate today’s media ecosystem effectively. A 

recent study from Stanford University found 

that middle school students did not cite author-

ship or sponsorship as key reasons NOT to be-

lieve an article. Instead, 80% of middle school-

ers believed an ad with the words “sponsored 

content” was a real news story, high school stu-

dents may focus more on content than the 

sources, and college students have difficulty as-

sessing reliability of information and sources.1 

Our students need explicit instruction in evaluat-

ing the credibility of websites and images, how 

to determine misinformation, understanding me-
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dia bias and avoiding an echo chamber and con-

firmation bias, viral rumors, and an awareness of 

people use social media to push an agenda, often 

through fake images and video. All of these 

skills are important for our students in 

an education setting, but also as engaged and in-

formed citizens. 

 

Media literacy has many dimensions to it. 

The National Association for Media Literacy Ed-

ucation (NAMLE) defines media literacy as “the 

ability to ACCESS, ANALYZE, EVALUATE, 

CREATE, and ACT using all forms of communi-

cation is interdisciplinary by nature. Media liter-

acy represents a necessary, inevitable, and realis-

tic response to the complex, ever-changing elec-

tronic environment and communication cornuco-

pia that surround us.”2 While it may seem daunt-

ing to address all these elements, there are many 

great organizations with resources to help teach-

ers out such as the News Literacy Project, PBS, 

Newseum, and Newsela. 

 

It is imperative that we teach our students to 

navigate today’s media ecosystem and our cur-

riculum provides multiple entry points to engage 

in discussion and bring in lessons addressing 

how to access, analyze, evaluate, create, and act 

in today's media landscape in an informed and 

responsible manner. Many states are recognizing 

the importance of media literacy by passing leg-

islation, as well as its recognition as an interna-

tional contagion. 

 

The News Literacy Project 

 

The News Literacy Project (NLP), founded 

by Pulitzer Prize winning journalist Alan Miller, 

has a variety of resources to help teachers and 

students with media literacy. NLP has a six-

question checklist that students can use to evalu-

ate news to determine if it is fake. These ques-

tions are also ones to utilize when evaluating 

websites for research. Another site I like to use 

when examining the validity of a site is Whois. 

You and your students can enter the URL of a 

website to learn who created it, when and where. 

This information can be utilized in making a 

credibility decision. The Sift is a weekly news-

letter that is a goldmine. Each edition has a time-

ly topic with lesson ideas, discussion questions, 

and ideas on actions students may take… perfect 

for an inquiry lesson. The Viral Rumor Rundown 

part is great to talk over with students and can be 

used as a quick bell ringer once a week. This 

section breaks down rumors and provides im-

portant information for teachers to discuss with 

students to be aware of on their social media and 
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news feeds. The Sift also offers a Read-

Participate-Use for further student engagement 

and an Around the World section perfect for 

contemporary issues in a global history or inter-

national relations class. This also gives teachers 

the opportunity to link modern and past events 

and gives ideas on how teachers can connect 

media literacy as a global concern.  

 

John Silva hosts a bi-weekly Civics Connec-

tion Blog. Here teachers will find 

timely ideas to incorporate media lit-

eracy with civics and media literacy. 

The NLP also has a complete media 

literacy curriculum available to teach-

ers called Checkology. Checkology 

consists of four modules covering 

Filtering the News and Information, 

Exercising Civic Freedoms, Navi-

gating Today’s Information Land-

scape, and How to Know What to 

Believe. These lessons are very inter-

active with engaging examples and 

include appearances from a number 

of journalists. My students have been 

very engaged and the lessons led to 

rich discussions in class, including 

how some of them have been fooled 

by ads. The Information Zone, 

Watchdog and First Amendment les-

sons are favorites. The lesson topics 

relate to media literacy topics within 

curriculum and the connection to the 

First Amendment is an important top-

ic and bedrock to an informed citi-

zenry taking civic actions. 

 

PBS 

 

PBS has a wealth of media-literacy 

lesson resources. When teaching me-

dia in my government class, I show 

students the PBS We the Voters Me-

diocracy video and then we complete 

the Decoding Media Bias. In this par-

ticular lesson, students go to three news outlets 

and note the top three stories on the home page 

and politics page. They then read a story topic 

from the three different outlets and note what 
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was similar and different. Students are exposed 

to the gatekeeper aspect of media and how the 

same story is reported differently, starting with 

the title and placement. This is another lesson 

that leads to rich conversations the next day 

when we debrief it in class. I use this as an op-

portunity to discuss why it is important to get 

one’s news from multiple sources and not ex-

clusively seek news from a source that rein-

forces their political ideology. Next, I show my 

students Flipboard. Flipboard is a news cura-

tion site. My students create an account and 

follow political news from multiple perspec-

tives. They create magazine topics based on 

course content. Over the course, they add/‘flip’ 

articles into the appropriate magazine. Flip-

board has allowed my students and me to come 

across articles we would not have otherwise 

and to read the news from multiple perspec-

tives. It also is a great tool to check students’ 

connection of current events with government 

concepts. PBS does a great job of structuring 

media literacy lessons around timely and diffi-

cult topics. Their lessons have student friendly 

videos and readings, questions, and extension 

ideas great for an inquiry lesson. 

 

Newseum 

 

Newseum also has a variety of media liter-

acy lessons and infographics to use with stu-

dents. Is This Story Share-Worthy? is one of 

my favorite infographic/posters. The question-

ing criteria are great for news stories and social 

media posts as well. This serves as a great en-

try point to discuss with students ways to be 

engaged and responsible citizens in their social 

media feeds and their role in the media ecosys-

tem. As the other resources, Newseum has a 

variety of lessons that address access, analyze, 

evaluate, create, and act in today’s media litera-

cy world. Teachers will need to sign up for a 

free account to access some of their resources. 

One such resource is their Fact Finder: Your 

Foolproof Guide to Media Literacy. Here you 

will find a variety of well laid out lessons for 

teachers to take students through with handouts 

and links to resources. 

 

Newsela 

 

Newsela takes news stories and primary 

sources and offers them at different lexile levels 

with reading comprehension questions tied to 
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specific Common Core ELA skills and some-

times offer them in Spanish. Newsela has created 

text sets that include Media Literacy, Media Lit-

eracy in the 21st-century, and Media Literacy: US 

Election Season. The nice point about these re-

sources is you can assign or go over one in class 

or use them for an in-depth inquiry. 

 

Last Words 

 

Computers, internet, and social media are not 

leaving us any time soon. We cannot dig our 

heads in the sand. We need to show our stu-

dents how to navigate these responsibly with a 

discerning eye. The resources above will help 

you to engage your students in this ever-

changing media literacy ecosystem. Educating 

our students on media literacy will not only as-

sist them in their academic pursuits, but also 

give them tools to be engaged and informed 

citizens in their post education life. 
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