Media Literacy vs Misinformation: The New Civic Skill for Youth

You're scrolling through TikTok. A video pops up claiming your favorite celebrity just
died. Another post says a new law will ban video games. Your group chat is blowing up
about it. Do you believe it? Do you share it?

Welcome to the daily challenge of being a young person online in 2025. Every day, you're
bombarded with thousands of pieces of information - some true, some false, and some
deliberately designed to trick you. The ability to tell the difference isn't just a nice skill to
have anymore. It's become as essential as knowing how to read.

What Is Media Literacy ?

Media literacy sounds like something boring your teacher would talk about, but it's
actually your superpower in the digital world. At its core, it means being able to:

Analyze what you see online (Who made this? Why?)
Evaluate whether information is true or false
Understand how media influences your thoughts and feelings

Create responsible content yourself

Think of it like this: if the internet is a massive ocean, media literacy is knowing how to
swim, spot dangerous currents, and navigate safely. Without it, you're just treading
water and hoping you don't drown.

The Problem: We're All Swimming in Misinformation

Here's the reality check: 77% of young people get information from social media or
YouTube as one of their top three sources: Center for Information & Research on Civic

Learning and Engagement. That's not necessarily bad—social media can be informative

and connecting. But here's the catch: these platforms prioritize content that gets clicks,
not content that's accurate.


https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/youth-rely-digital-platforms-need-media-literacy-access-political-information
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/youth-rely-digital-platforms-need-media-literacy-access-political-information

Why This Matters to You
Fake news isn't just about politics. Misinformation affects:

Health decisions (remember those wild COVID "cures"?)

What you buy (fake reviews, influencer scams)

How you see yourself (unrealistic beauty standards, edited reality)
Your relationships (rumors spreading through group chats)

Your future (conspiracy theories about climate change, jobs, education)

The scary part? Young people often express high confidence in their judgments but
struggle to actually detect false information ScienceDirect. We think we're good at
spotting fake news because we grew up online, but being a digital native doesn't
automatically make you media literate—just like being able to drive doesn't make you a
mechanic.

Why Media Literacy Is Your New Civic Duty

You might be thinking: "Okay, but I'm just trying to pass my classes and figure out my
life. Why is this a 'civic skill'?"

Here's why: Democracy literally depends on people being informed.

When you turn 18 (or if you're already there), you get to vote. You get to decide who
leads your country, what policies get made, what kind of future we build. But how can
you make good decisions if you can't tell what's true?

Over half of youth who voted worked to find out who created online information,
compared to just a third of youth who didn't vote Center for Information & Research on

Civic Learning and Engagement. The connection is clear: media literacy skills = active

citizenship.
Beyond voting, you're also:

Forming opinions that shape conversations
Sharing content that influences your friends
Creating your own posts and videos

Building your digital footprint


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0747563225000974
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/youth-rely-digital-platforms-need-media-literacy-access-political-information
https://circle.tufts.edu/latest-research/youth-rely-digital-platforms-need-media-literacy-access-political-information

All of that is civic participation. And all of it requires media literacy.

5 Practical Media Literacy Skills

1. The Pause Before You Share Before hitting share, ask: Is this true? Where did it come
from? Could it hurt someone?

Real talk: That three-second pause stops misinformation from spreading.
2. Source Checking (30 Seconds)

e Check if major news outlets are reporting it
® Google the topic + "fact check"
® Look at who posted it: credible or random account?

Pro tip: If something makes you angry or excited, that's when you should fact-check.
Strong emotions spread misinformation.

3. Lateral Reading Open new tabs and:

e Search for the same story from different sources
e Look up who wrote it
e See what others say about this source

Media literacy isn't about paranoia - it's about being smart and intentional.

You're growing up when Al creates fake videos, anyone can publish anything, and
information moves faster than fact-checkers.

But you can learn to navigate this. Every time you pause, check a source, or question a
claim, you're protecting yourself and making the internet better.

That's the new civic skill: thinking critically in a world of information overload.

Trust your instincts. Take 30 seconds to check. You might stop misinformation in its
tracks.

Welcome to being media literate. Your generation needs it.
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