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Abstract
Media literacy is becoming an increasingly important skill, and instructors should explore more 
engaging ways to teach students to be skeptical of the media they encounter. More importantly, 
they should focus on teaching students how to be active media users rather than passive ones. 
The following activity employs the S.I.F.T. and C.R.A.A.P. methods to encourage students to 
reflect on their own biases and feelings when they see information on social media. It also guides 
students to use lateral reading skills to assess the accuracy of social media posts. This in-class 
activity’s goal is to help students develop media literacy skills that they can apply outside the 
classroom, such as evaluating content in their own social media feeds. By participating in deep-
er conversations through this activity, students can engage in self-reflection about social media 
algorithms and how they influence their perceptions in the moment they encounter persuasive 
online content. The activity challenges students to move from passive to active and self-reflective 
media consumers. It also provides instructors with the opportunity to teach real-world applica-
tions of media literacy skills that students can use beyond class, and it encourages more mean-
ingful discussions about students’ personal media literacy practices when they go on the internet.

It has been estimated that half of American adults 
get their news from social media rather than going 
directly to primary sources (Mitchell et al., 2016). 
However, social media is also considered a primary 
avenue for spreading false or misleading information 
(Westerman et al., 2013). Rather than developing a 
deeper understanding of current events or topics, 
people feel well-informed based on passively receiv-
ing information from their peers and social networks 
(Gil de Zúñiga et al., 2017). This can make people less 

likely to identify misinformation (Lee et al., 2023). 
Social media platforms are also viewed to be valuable 
sources of information due to their public accessibil-
ity (Hausmann et al., 2017) and have been viewed as 
trustworthy sources of information by users (Ban-
timaroudis et al., 2020; Mitchell et al., 2019). With 
this in mind, more significant calls have been made to 
promote media literacy within the classroom (Mar-
tens & Hobbs, 2015). 

As media literacy is becoming a more sought-af-
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dents should debrief by discussing how to apply me-
dia literacy strategies and how becoming more aware 
of algorithms, their emotions, and biases may affect 
how they interpret the information. While the activ-
ity’s objectives should lead students to apply media 
literacy strategies and become more self-reflective, 
instructors should continue discussions about ap-
plying media literacy skills, so that students start to 
adopt these behaviors as a routine, as media literacy 
is not just a single activity, but a continued process of 
growth.  

References:
Austin, E. W., & Domgaard, S. (2024). The media 

literacy theory of change and the message inter-
pretation process model. Communication Theory, 
34(4), 167–177. doi:10.1093/ct/qtae018 

Bantimaroudis, P., Sideri, M., Ballas, D., Panagi-
otidis, T., & Ziogas, T. (2020). Conspiracism on 
social media: An agenda melding of group-me-
diated deceptions. International Journal of Media 
& Cultural Politics, 16(2), 115–138. doi:10.1386/
macp_00020_1 

Blakeslee, S. (2004) The CRAAP test. LOEX Quar-
terly, 31, 6-7. Available at: https://commons.
emich.edu/loexquarterly/vol31/iss3/4

Caulfield, M. (2021, February 15). SIFT (the 
four moves). Hapgood. https://hapgood.
us/2019/06/19/sift-the-four-moves/ 

Esparrago-Kalidas, A. J. (2021). The effectiveness of 
the CRAAP test in evaluating the credibility of 
sources. International Journal of TESOL & Ed-
ucation, 1(2), 1-14. https://www.i-jte.org/index.
php/journal/article/view/25

Gil de Zúñiga, H., Weeks, B., & Ardèvol-Abreu, A. 
(2017). Effects of the news-finds-me perception 
in communication: Social media use implications 
for news seeking and learning about politics. 
Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 
22(3), 105–123. doi:10.1111/jcc4.12185 

Hausmann, J. S., Touloumtzis, C., White, M. T., 
Colbert, J. A., & Gooding, H. C. (2017). Ad-
olescents’ and young adults’ use of social me-
dia for Health and its implications. Journal of 
Adolescent Health, 60(6), 714–719. doi:10.1016/j.
jadohealth.2016.12.025 

Lee, T., Johnson, T., Jia, C., & Lacasa-Mas, I. 
(2023). How social media users become misin-
formed: The roles of news-finds-me perception 

and misinformation exposure in COVID-19 
misperception. New Media & Society, 1-22. 
doi:10.1177/14614448231202480 

Martens, H., & Hobbs, R. (2015). How media litera-
cy supports civic engagement in a digital age. At-
lantic Journal of Communication, 23(2), 120–137. 
doi:10.1080/15456870.2014.961636 

Mitchell, A., Gottfried, J., Stocking, G., Walker, M., 
& Fedeli, S. (2019, June 5). Many Americans say 
made-up news is a critical problem that needs 
to be fixed. Pew Research Center. https://www.
journalism.org/2019/06/05/many-americans-
say-made-up-news-is-a-critical-problem-that-
needs-to-be-fixed/ 

Mitchell, A., Gottfried, J., Barthel, M., & Shearer, 
E. (2016, July 7). The modern news consumer. Pew 
Research Center. https://www.pewresearch.org/
journalism/2016/07/07/the-modern-news-con-
sumer/ 

NAMLE. (2023, May 27). Core principles. https://
namle.net/resources/core-principles/ 

Oatley, K. (1992). Best laid schemes: The psychology of 
the emotions. Cambridge University Press. 

Opdahl, K. M. (2002). Emotion as meaning: The liter-
ary case for how we imagine. The Rosen Publish-
ing Group.	

Potter, W. J. (2010). The state of media literacy. 
Journal of Broadcasting & Electronic Media, 54(4), 
675–696. doi:10.1080/08838151.2011.521462  

Westerman, D., Spence, P. R., & Van Der Heide, B. 
(2013). Social media as an information source: 
Recency of updates and credibility of informa-
tion. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communica-
tion, 19(2), 171–183. doi:10.1111/jcc4.12041 

Wineburg, S., & McGrew, S. (2017). Lateral reading: 
Reading less and learning more when evaluating 
digital information. SSRN Electronic Journal. 
doi:10.2139/ssrn.3048994 

Andrew D. Sutherland (Ph.D. candidate; Edward R. 
Murrows College of Communication at Washington State 
University) specializes in the cognitive and emotion-
al factors that influence information processing and the 
role media literacy plays in assessing health and political 
information. Andrew’s research aims to promote engage-
ment in health, science, and civics among the public while 
exploring how media literacy can increase awareness of 
media users’ personal biases and reduce the persuasive 
power of misinformation.

ter skill to be taught in the classroom and promoted in 
communities (Potter, 2011; Martens & Hobbs, 2015), 
instructors should consider how students at any grade 
level engage with media. Media literacy enables in-
dividuals to “access, analyze, evaluate, create, and act” 
when engaging with media by empowering individu-
als to think critically about information (N.A.M.L.E., 
2023). One such way is to apply lateral reading, which 
is a strategy that professional fact-checkers employ 
by opening up a series of online tabs and checking 
other sources to vet and verify the credibility of the 
author(s), the accuracy of the information, and look-
ing for other sources to understand the context of the 
information (Wineburg & McGrew, 2017). Applying 
lateral reading strategies allows students to engage 
with information while finding other sources to verify 
it. However, media literacy should not just be a strictly 
cognitive approach, but also consider one’s emotions. 

Emotions can provide valuable insight for audi-
ences when they reflect on how their emotions can 
make them more aware of themselves (Oatley, 1992; 
Opdahl, 2002). When applied to media literacy, 
students become more aware and reflective of their 
emotions and biases and their impact on information 
processing. The Media Literacy Theory of Change ex-
plains that media literacy has logical and emotional 
components that people use to make daily decisions 
around media use (Austin & Domgaard, 2024). By 
reflecting on their emotions and applying logic, indi-
viduals can think more critically about the source of 
information and its content. Austin and Domgaard 
(2024) note that media literacy can facilitate more 
reflective thinking about our beliefs and attitudes, 
leading to self-efficacy in evaluating information and 
making more evidence-based decisions. Therefore, 
media literacy education can be innovated by consid-
ering both the logical and emotional sides of informa-
tion processing and its effects. This can help students 
become more aware of personal factors influencing 
information processing. By including self-reflection 
and having people become more aware of their emo-
tions and biases when applying media literacy skills, 
people can think differently about the information 
they consume daily. 

In order to apply both logical and emotional un-
derstanding with media literacy, instructors should 
apply media literacy and lateral reading skills while 
encouraging students to be self-reflective about the 
media they engage with and their biases. The follow-
ing activity’s goal is to provide a pragmatic approach 

and a discussion-based model for teaching media lit-
eracy skills, where students can become more reflec-
tive of the media they choose to engage with, and help 
students accomplish four primary course objectives. 
First, students will evaluate their biases and emotions 
about social media content while reflecting on how 
those factors could influence how they process infor-
mation. Second, students will investigate factors that 
could impact how they encounter information that 
appeals to their biases and emotions. Third, students 
will apply media literacy strategies, such as lateral 
reading, to verify the accuracy of information. Final-
ly, students will evaluate said media literacy strategies 
and their effectiveness in their everyday lives, which 
should lead them to take more active approaches to 
media consumption. 

To accomplish these learning outcomes, the 
following activity shows students how profession-
al fact-checkers verify the information by learning 
about and applying lateral reading skills. Students 
must break into groups and find one social media post 
from their preferred platform that is making a claim. 
Once students have selected their social media post, 
they will follow the S.I.F.T. method and apply lateral 
reading skills to analyze and evaluate the accuracy of 
the post. The S.I.F.T. method encourages media users 
to evaluate online information by having media users 
1) STOP and reflect on their response and emotions 
about the information and content, 2) INVESTI-
GATE the source and the claims from the source, 
3) FIND better cover by checking other sources, and 
4) TRACE claims, where the quotes came from, and 
the context of the information (Caulfield, 2021). Stu-
dents will also use the C.R.A.A.P. (Currency, Rele-
vance, Authority, Accuracy, and Purpose) test to eval-
uate sources during the activity’s INVESTIGATE 
and FIND stage and to guide the in-class discussion. 
The C.R.A.A.P. test is used to assist individuals in 
determining the credibility of sources of information 
(Blakeslee, 2004; Esparrago-Kalidas, 2021). During 
the activity, students should compare and contrast 
multiple articles to understand the context, credibili-
ty, and accuracy of the overall topic around the social 
media post. The structure of the following activity 
encourages students to follow through and engage 
in class discussion using the S.I.F.T. method to guide 
engagement, lateral reading, and class discussion.

This activity challenges students to be less pas-
sive in the information they engage with and become 
more active and self-reflective media consumers. Stu-
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Appendix
The purpose of the assignment is for you to apply lat-
eral reading skills to verify information in an everyday 
or mundane situation, such as watching random vid-
eos on social media. Students will need to break into 
groups of 2-3 and find 1 TikTok video, a Facebook 
post, a Tweet, or an Instagram post. This video should 
be making a claim. Once you find that video, you will 
use the S.I.F.T. method, the C.R.A.A.P. method, and 
other lateral reading skills to verify the information 
claimed in the video to determine if it is accurate, in-
accurate, or missing important pieces of context. 

Find one Social Media post from either TIK-
TOK, Facebook, Twitter, or Instagram and explain 
what the video is trying to claim:

STOP: Reflection on self
1.	 Why did you and your partner choose this social 

media post? What attracted you to evaluate this 
one and not others?

2.	 After you watched the social media, what was your 
initial reaction? How did you feel while watching 
the video? Did you laugh? Were you sad? Were 
you angry? 

3.	 Make a list of things that make up the lens through 
which you view and interpret information. What 
sort of things can influence your perception of the 
social media post? Did the source of the content 
say anything that appealed to you? What are your 
biases related to the content of the social media 
post?

4.	 At the same time, how could the algorithm impact 
your views on the video? Why do you think you 
received this post on your feed?

Investigate & Find Better Coverage: 
1.	 Now, use the Internet to look up other sources 

to understand the claim more deeply. Search for 
keywords made in the video, evaluate the infor-
mation from two new sources, and compare and 
contrast the information. Evaluate the sources 
using the CRAAP test to help with the investi-
gation stage of the S.I.F.T. method.

		 a. What were these two sources? 
	 	b. Currency: When were these articles published? 

Are they the most up-to-date?
	 	c. Relevance: Is the article’s information relevant 

to the social media post?
	 d. Authority: Who are the authors/organizations 

that published the articles? What are the au-

thor’s credentials or organizational affiliations? 
Do they cite other sources, and what are their 
credentials?

	 e. Accuracy: Evaluate the two sources and then 
the articles to the social media post.
1.	 Where does the content of the information 

come from? Is the source they are using a 
Primary or Secondary Source? Are the two 
sources presenting evidence, and can you 
determine if the evidence is being presented 
accurately?

2.	 Does the social media post cite its sources? 
If so, find them and evaluate them. Are those 
sources credible? Why or why not? If it is 
credible, is the social media accurately repre-
senting the information? How?

	 f. Purpose: 
1.	 What is the purpose of the social media 

post? Is it to inform, teach, sell, entertain, 
persuade, etc.? Why? Does the point of view 
appear objective and impartial?

2.	 What is the purpose of each article? Is it to 
inform, teach, sell, entertain, persuade, etc.? 
Why? Does the point of view appear objec-
tive and impartial?

Trace the original Findings:
1.	 Let us search the claims. Track the source and 

evaluate if the social media post is accurate in 
how they reported it.
a.	 What is the context of the source?
b.	Is the social media post citing a secondary 

source? If so, try to find the primary source 
and evaluate that source and how the primary 
source, the secondary source, and the social me-
dia post are similar or different.

Results: 
1.	 After laterally reading about the topic, is the social 

media post accurate? Why or why not?
2.	 How does the social media post differ between 

the two sources of information you found and the 
source of information from the social media post?
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