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Media Literacy—
the problem
2010: Rockefeller 
Foundation ‘scenario 
planning’ report



From 
scenario 
narrative to 
conspiracy 
theory



Conspiracy theories thrive 
online

• Plandemic: The Hidden Agenda Behind 
Covid-19 by Mikki Willis spread online it via 
some major social media platforms

• 2021: WHO declares an Infodemic to 
describe the spread of mis- and 
disinformation and conspiracy theorizing

• UNESCO launches #ThinkBeforeSharing 
cmapaign
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Why conspiracy theorising is 
irrational

• Based on prejudice, bias, insufficient evidence

• Resistant to falsification

• Circular reasoning: evidence against and 
absence of evidence are interpreted as 
evidence for it

• Associated with psychopathologies like 
apophenia (seeing patterns or meaningful 
connections among random data points); 
narcissism; Machiavellianism; paranoia…to 
name a few.



Misleading headlines

https://www.fredhutch.org/en/news/center-news/2020/02/spinning-science-
overhyped-headlines-snarled-statistics-lead-readers-astray.html



Correlations without causation…



How information is 
presented or requested 
affects how it is 
interpreted and can be 
misleading.
Compare:
(1) Is Tom popular?
(2) Is Tom unpopular?
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Framing: A Cognitive Bias



Framing: Misleading headlines
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‘ ‘Number of burglaries going up’

‘Downward trend in burglary rate’

Misleading headlines in factual 
articles decrease ability to recall 
details of the article and impede 
inferential reasoning



Poor rates of Media Literacy
• Stanford University (2019) study: young 

people surveyed reported they get 75% of 
their news online yet showed poor media 
literacy skills

• “They are often duped by misinformation and 
deceived by faulty arguments. They struggle 
to evaluate digital claims, sources, and 
evidence.”



80% of undergraduate students and 50% historians 
tested preferred or were indifferent to biased 
sources compared to credible sources.



News & Young Australians 
in 2023 Survey

• Poor rates of news engagement—83% (ages = 
8-16) said they get news from one source, 
mostly from friends, social media, family 
(47%), and TV—with high rates of trust in 
these sources

• Young people don’t understand how 
algorithms work

• Only 10% (n=>1000) said they tried to verify 
information or the source



Legislative 
solutions



Media literacy programs
Often focus on fact or source checking:

1. Lateral searching—researching sponsoring 
organisation or author of a site

2. Checking for consistency of evidence across 
sites

3. ‘Click restraint’—scrolling down search 
results to find trustworthy starting points 
rather than random ‘fluttering’ over sites



Critical Thinking-Media Literacy

1. Understanding how beliefs are framed and 
shaped by what is presented and how—
cognitive biases

2. Knowing how to identify, construct and 
evaluate arguments

3. Upholding the values and ideals of journalism 
as a public service—integrity, honesty, open-
mindedness, resilience and persistence after 
the truth.



Ask critical 
questions!

31,000 US scientists have signed a document declaring that 
there is no evidence of anthropogenic climate change. 
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Media Literacy and the UQ Critical Thinking Project

Media Academy: 10 x 1 hr 
critical media literacy 
training + cadetship with 
InQueensland



UQCTP Media Academy

• Students work in teams or 
individually to develop a news 
story

• Students work with InQueensland 
editors and professional 
journalists

Peter 
Greste



Evaluation Report



Outcomes

• The Academy created a network of youth correspondents 
across Queensland schools to develop local, relevant news 
content.

• Student articles were published via 
inqld.com.au/category/media-academy, reaching local and 
global audiences.

• With a focus on media literacy, critical thinking, research skills, 
interviewing techniques and protocols, and other real-world 
skills, students’ confidence and thinking and writing 
capabilities significantly grew.

• The program also created avenues for students to explore 
University and career pathways in journalism and 
communication.



The student voice

The other thing which I learned was the importance of brevity in 
news writing and, again, that’s really helped me in, like, my 
broader academic writing because whenever I’m writing 
something I’m passively thinking ‘How do I say this with more 
brevity?’ -- Student, Indooroopilly State High School

[My article was about] child exploitation on YouTube 
and I chose this because it is not talked about enough 
and is highly important. -- Student, Park Ridge State 
High School



Changes in news consumption

So I think the actual news that I’ve consumed hasn’t changed. But 
I think I’ve been able to, like, identify whether something is 
coming from a specific angle or whether there is a bias that is 
behind it. -- Student, Indooroopilly State High School 

The news source I get my information from hasn’t changed. But 
I’ve now learned to question and research other news sources. --
Student, Yeronga State High School.
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