
 

 
Critical Literacy:  

Young People and Online Texts 
 

 
 

Teaching Ideas (Secondary English) 
 
 
The aim of teaching critical literacy is to equip young people with the skills and knowledge 
to become critical consumers of information. Allan Luke, professor of Curriculum and 
Pedagogy at Queensland University of Technology, describes critical literacy as ‘a 
disposition of critical and constructive scepticism towards texts.’ There is not a specific 
method to teaching critical literacy, but the activities outlined below are produced with 
the aim of encouraging students to engage critically with journalism and online media. 
 
The activities are divided into three sections: 
 
1: Understanding the aims and ethics of good journalism. 
 
2: Recognising different forms of bias, our own biases and the biases of others. 
 
3: Assessing the credibility of online sources of information. 
 
 

 
 
 
Understanding the aims and ethics of good journalism 
 
 
Young people are well aware of the term ‘fake news’. Before teaching them about 
misinformation, we should be reinforcing the importance of a free and fair media. Good 
journalism keeps the public informed and holds those in power to account. The only thing 
more dangerous than young people believing fake news is young people not believing any 
news. 
 

 
 
 
 

https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/allan-luke-critical-literacy/
https://thelearningexchange.ca/videos/allan-luke-critical-literacy/


 
 
 

Activity 1: Good Journalism 
 
Start with the following discussion questions: 
 
● What is the point of journalism? 
● What would you expect to see in a good piece of journalism?  
● What responsibilities do journalists have? 
 
Students (individually or in pairs) produce a list of features they would expect to see in a 
good piece of journalism and a code of ethics that journalists should follow. Share these with 
the group. 
Provide students with copies of the codes of ethics produced by the National Union of 
Journalists  (UK) and the Society of Professional Journalists (USA). 
 
Discussion questions: 
 
● Is there anything included in the NUJ and SPJ codes of ethics that is different to 
yours?  
● Anything you think is missing? Anything you disagree with?  
● Do journalists always stick to these guidelines? Why might they disregard them? 
 
 
Activity 2: Evaluating Journalism 
 
Present students with two different news articles (these can be chosen by the teacher to fit 
in with the interests of the students or the unit of study).  
 
Students assess the quality of the article according to their own criteria . It is particularly 
interesting here to provide them with a ‘hard news’ article that is very factual and then 
contrast this with a longer, more personal feature article that focuses on human experience. 
The former might be found on the BBC while the latter could be a long read from the 
Guardian or New Yorker (for example).  
 
Students read both articles and respond to the following questions:  
 
● What is the article about? 
● What facts can you identify? 
● What opinions can you identify? 
 
Discussion questions: 
 
● Which is better journalism?  
● Which text is more entertaining?  
● Which article is more ‘truthful’? (this question can lead to a wider discussion about 
different types of truth. For example, a narrative ‘long-read’ might provide a more truthful 
insight into human experience, while a ‘hard news’ article might offer more objective truths 
such as time and location). 

https://www.nuj.org.uk/about/nuj-code/
https://www.nuj.org.uk/about/nuj-code/
https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp


 
● Is a journalist justified in trying to make an article entertaining? 
 
 
 
This sequence of activities encourages students to consider not only what constitutes good 
journalism, but also starts to encourage them to think about the pressures journalists are 
under to create more entertaining or more persuasive pieces of writing. 

 
 
 
Recognising different forms of bias, our own biases and the biases of 
others 
 
 
Students will usually be able to provide a definition of bias and be able to provide 
straightforward examples of bias in the media. Students are usually very quick to 
understand how news reporting about race, for example, might be affected by the 
identity of the writer. However, it is important that students understand that there are 
different forms and degrees of bias. They should also be conscious of their own inherent 
biases. Finally, students should be able to differentiate between ‘opinion’ and ‘bias’. 
Though the two often overlap, they are not synonymous. 
 
 
Activity 1: Perspective 
 
Display a photo of a police officer arresting a protestor (see image below). Divide students 
into three groups. Everyone writes a brief summary of what happened in the minutes 
leading up to the photo being taken. One third of the class does this from the police 
officer’s perspective, one third from the perspective of the person being arrested, and one 
third from the photographer’s perspective. Students share what they wrote. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘Man being arrested face 
shot’ by Alessandro 
Menchetti is licensed 
under the Creative 
Commons Attribution 
-Share Alike 4.0 
International license. 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

Discussion Questions: 
 
● What differences do you notice about the versions of the event? 
● What motivations drive these differences? 
● Which version is the most truthful? 
● How do different perspectives affect representations of reality? 
● Why might the police officer be considered a reliable source of information? 
● Why might the police officer be considered an unreliable source of information? 
● Why might the protester be considered a reliable source of information? 
● Why might the protester be considered an unreliable source of information? 
● To what extent can the photographer capture an objective truth? 
● What questions would you want to ask to get a more complete insight? 

 
 

The teacher should challenge what we mean by ‘truth’. For example, the police officer is in 
a position of authority and is, to many people, trusted by official and powerful sections of 
society. However, they will also want to justify the arrest and are subject to normal human 
biases.  
 
The person being arrested has a clear motivation to cast themselves as innocent, but is 
also the only person who can offer a ‘truthful’ account of their own feelings and 
motivations.  
 
The photographer might be considered the most objective as they have no immediately 
apparent involvement in the arrest. But why did they take the photo? Is someone going to 
pay them for the photo? What did they not take a photo of? 
 
 
 
 
Activity 2: Identifying and Comparing Bias 
 
 
The next set of activities further explores ideas of bias and perspective.Recap the terms 
‘bias’, ‘fact’ and ‘opinion’. Students will almost certainly be familiar with these words, but it 
is useful to have a shared definition. 
 
Provide students with information on different forms of cognitive bias. This infographic is 
good for older students, while this article from The Atlantic provides some more detailed 
insight into common forms of cognitive bias. 
 
Using the infographic or article, students should identify three biases they hold.  

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cognitive_bias_codex_en.svg
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2018/09/cognitive-bias/565775/


 
 

 
 
● Can you think of specific examples? [It is helpful here to provide an example - ‘I dislike 

Donald Trump, I am therefore susceptible to confirmation bias and am more likely to 
seek out and believe articles that cast him in a negative light, even if they do not 
provide credible evidence’] 

● Which of these biases have the most significant implications for assessing the credibility 
of online media? 

● Why might online media be biased? Can you think of examples? 
● What kind of language would you expect to find in a biased text? 
● What is the difference between ‘opinion’ and ‘bias’? 
 
Students can then compare articles from different online publications comparing bias. 
There are a number of ways to go about this depending on the age and ability of the class: 
 
- Simple Comparisons:  Look at two or three articles on the same topic from online 
newspapers with very different political perspectives. For example, students could be 
presented with two articles on immigration, one from The Sun, the other from The 
Guardian. Students will likely identify differences in language choice, use of statistical data, 
and tone. 
 
- Complex Comparisons : There are a number of ways of encouraging more nuanced 
comparisons between texts. One way is to choose less polarising or politicised topics. 
Another is to choose publications with a less strident political position, or publications with 
very similar political outlooks. The differences identified here will be more varied and 
possibly quite surprising. Encourage students to consider who the reporter chooses to 
quote and the structure of the article (what information do they lead with?). It is also 
important to consider what pictures are used to support the article. 
 
When considering bias, we tend to focus on opinionated language and unsubstantiated 
assertions. Though these are important features of biased language, critical literacy 
encourages students to go deeper. Fairness & Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR ) is a US 
organisation which advocates against media censorship and bias. They provide a toolkit for 
identifying more social or political features of biased reporting including: lack of context; 
unchallenged assumptions; discrepancies between headlines and articles; and the 
prominence of different issues on a newspaper’s home page. Display these features of 
biased news and ask students to apply them to articles they read. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://fair.org/


 
 
Activity 3: Reliability, Political Bias and Media Ownership 
 
 
In addition to identifying bias in individual texts, students should be able to dig deeper and 
evaluate the credibility of the organisation or platform that is publishing content. Students 
should feel confident asking questions about the political and social agenda of the author 
and publisher. 
 
One of the barriers to students being able to pick up on political bias is that they are 
sometimes unaware of dividing lines or ‘hot button’ issues that tend to define political 
identities. What constitutes ‘right wing’ and ‘left wing’ politics is obviously up for debate. 
People usually hold a range of views that might variously be described as left or right wing. 
Moreover, the definition varies from country to country. An obvious example is that the 
existence of universal healthcare is a mainstream political position in the UK but is 
considered radically left in the US. Despite the difficulty of using these terms, it is useful 
for students to be aware of them because much historical, political and social discourse 
hinges on them. KS4 English teachers teaching An Inspector Calls  will be familiar with this 
kind of discussion. 
 
Starter discussion questions: 
 
● What would you expect a ‘right wing’ politician to believe in? 
● What would you expect a ‘left wing’ politician to believe in? 
 
In identifying differences between left and right wing policies this video from ‘The Life 
Guide’ can be useful, along with resources from difen.com and Information is Beautiful. 
Though useful, any definition of right and left wing politics tends to be reductive and this 
is worth highlighting to students. 
 
Provide students with a list of online news organisations (BBC, The Guardian, The Sun, The 
Daily Mail, The Mirror, Breitbart, Vice etc). Students then plot each organisation on a graph 
or matrix. The X axis displays the news source’s political bias (left to right wing), while the 
Y axis displays the source’s reliability. The aim here is for students to make their own 
assessment of the political bias of different sources based on issues that often divide 
public opinion such as immigration, abortion, and criminal justice reform. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JlQ5fGECmsA
https://www.diffen.com/difference/Left_Wing_vs_Right_Wing
https://informationisbeautiful.net/visualizations/left-vs-right-world/


 

 
 
Finally, students conduct research into who owns or funds each media organisation.  
 
● Is it possible to identify any political agenda linked to the person or organisation 

funding the publication?  
● How might this influence what is published on the site, either directly or indirectly? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 

Assessing the credibility of online sources of information 
 
 
Activity 1: The Four Moves 
 
Developed by Mike Caulfield, an educator and author of Web Literacy for Student 
Fact-Checkers, ‘The Four Moves’ consist of a series of actions students can take when 
confronted with an unfamiliar online text. The steps help students assess the credibility of 
the text: 
 
STOP : Consider the source. Is it a familiar site that you know is credible? Does the content 
seem reasonable or is it outlandish? 
 
INVESTIGATE THE SOURCE: Who is the writer? Are they an expert in their field? Do they 
exist!? 
 
FIND BETTER COVERAGE: If you do not know the source, can you corroborate the story 
on other websites? Critical readers assess an online text’s credibility by searching laterally 
(looking at different websites) rather than vertically (analysing the source website).  
 
TRACE CLAIMS, QUOTES AND MEDIA TO THE ORIGINAL CONTEXT: Be wary of 
incomplete quotations or articles that draw on scientific studies. Quotations can be 
fabricated or taken out of context while studies can be either willfully or accidentally 
misinterpreted. 
 
 
After providing students with an explanation of what ‘The Four Moves’ consist of, provide 
them with a whole range of different online sources, from completely fabricated fake 
news to mainstream ‘hard’ news, and then assess the reliability of the text using The Four 
Moves criteria. Unreliable and fake articles can be found on the US fact-checking website, 
Snopes. 
 
 
 
Activity 2: Fact-Checking 
 
Assessing the accuracy of text can be difficult and time-consuming. One way of getting 
around this problem is to take news from trusted sources who do the fact-checking for the 
reader. However, critical consumers of news should also be able to do this themselves. The 
British fact-checking charity Full Fact provides a simple toolkit  for assessing the credibility 
of a text based on three questions:  
 
 

https://webliteracy.pressbooks.com/
https://webliteracy.pressbooks.com/
https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/category/junk-news/
https://fullfact.org/
https://fullfact.org/toolkit/


 
- Where’s it from? 
- What’s missing? 
- How do you feel? 
 
Full Fact also offers a range of guides on the following topics: How to find a fact; How to 
spot misleading videos; How to spot misleading images; How to spot misleading headlines; 
How to spot misleading poll figures; How to spot misleading crime reporting. 
 
A good example that could be used to illustrate the importance of these questions is the 
distortion of a 2016 story originating in Sweden (recounted by Snopes) . The original 
report was that small towns were no longer allowed to hang Christmas lights on street 
poles because the poles were not designed to bear the extra weight and it was deemed 
unsafe. This was taken up by many far-right groups who claimed the ‘ban’ on Christmas 
lights was due to complaints by Muslim residents. The false articles capitalised on 
islamophobia and were shared many thousands of times. 
 
Students could be presented with the original article and asked for their initial response. 
Students first identify the ‘factual’ claims of the article before checking these against more 
reliable sources. 
 

 

https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/sweden-bans-christmas-lights/

