
Fake news detectives: 
effective news literacy in the classroom 

Today’s session: 
● News in the classroom: creating a safe climate for learning.
● Why take a critical literacy approach to exploring news in the 

classroom?
● Fake or real? Critically questioning online information. 
● Balance and bias: analysing news writing.
● Getting great writing outcomes: create a real audience  

and purpose for news writing.

Elli Narewska and Sorcha Hughes, 
The Guardian Foundation



NewsWise 

● A free news literacy programme for 7 to 11-year-olds
● Critical literacy in the context of news
● Suite of lessons, 60+ resources, videos, workshops 

and a chance to hear from real journalists
● Teacher training



● Understand and engage with news: how and why it is 
produced, why it is so important, how it makes us feel 

● Critically navigate news: spotting fake news, 
distinguishing fact & opinion, analysing bias, 
questioning sources, knowing what to trust

● Report real news: feeling empowered and 
having a voice

We aim to create a generation of 
news literate young people:



The NewsWise approach to teaching 
news literacy:

● Fun and exciting: embed learning within real world context of the 
newsroom 

● Authentic: read, watch and discuss variety of high-quality, real news 
reports 

● Critical literacy skills - not just writing skills

● Empowering and purposeful: write news 
reports on real issues/ events for a real purpose 
and audience - give pupils agency and voice.

● Cross-curricular: Literacy, Digital Literacy and Health and Wellbeing



Impact of the programme (2020-21)



Reading - core comprehension:
● Summarising
● Asking questions 
● Skimming & scanning, fact-retrieval

And beyond:
● Inferencing - points of view, author intention
● Distinguishing between fact & opinion
● Language, structure & presentation 
● Analysis of writers’ use of language 
● Participating in discussion, forming & challenging opinions

Writing:
● The whole writing process (planning, writing, proofreading, 

editing)
● Application of grammatical and structural features 
● Adapting tone for purpose & audience (formality, tense)

News in the 
Literacy 
Curriculum



NewsWise resources 



Teaching news in the 
classroom: developing a 
safe climate for 
learning



How might news and media affect 
young people’s wellbeing?

● Increase sense of fear, worry, anxiety 
or anger

● Experience grief or sadness

● Re-traumatise 

● Excite or inspire

● Delight or provide joy



1. Agree, reinforce and model                                                           
‘ground rules’, including                                                                                       
concepts of confidentiality

2. Where sensitive or controversial 
issues are explored, ‘distance’ 
learning from the pupils

3. Choose real news stories carefully

Developing a safe climate for discussing news



4. Offer reassurance

5. Encourage and value questions, 
but handle them safely

6. Clarify the facts and ensure balance 
of information

Developing a safe climate for discussing news



Developing a safe climate for discussing news
https://www.childline.org.uk/inf
o-advice/your-feelings/anxiety-st
ress-panic/worries-about-the-wo
rld/

https://www.childline.org.uk/to
olbox/calm-zone/

7. Signpost where to go for 
information, support and 
advice: www.childline.org.uk

https://www.childline.org.uk/info-advice/your-feelings/anxiety-stress-panic/worries-about-the-world/
https://www.childline.org.uk/info-advice/your-feelings/anxiety-stress-panic/worries-about-the-world/
https://www.childline.org.uk/info-advice/your-feelings/anxiety-stress-panic/worries-about-the-world/
https://www.childline.org.uk/info-advice/your-feelings/anxiety-stress-panic/worries-about-the-world/
https://www.childline.org.uk/toolbox/calm-zone/
https://www.childline.org.uk/toolbox/calm-zone/


A discussion framework:
● What has happened and what is happening in 

response? 
● How can we support our own wellbeing? 
● How can we help the wellbeing of others?

Putting this into practice: discussing the 
war in Ukraine with children



Recognising how news stories 
can affect emotions
Use scenarios and characters to help ‘distance’ learning

How might 
Maxi feel after 
reading this 
story?

In what ways 
may people 
react 
differently?



Options activity: consider the 
best actions to take if someone 
were feeling upset, anxious, or 
frightened after reading a 
news story.

Pupils could write help and 
advice for others

Exploring strategies to 
manage feelings



Positive stories of solidarity and generosity 



Child friendly happy news

www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/50434875 @GetNewsWise 
#HappyNews

theguardianfoundation.org/programmes/
newswise/schools/child-friendly-news

https://www.bbc.co.uk/newsround/50434875


Why take a critical 
literacy approach to 
exploring news in the 
classroom?



● Active readers not passive absorbers of information

A critical literacy approach

● Asks critical questions & explores how texts are 
constructed: author intention + motivation, representation, 
bias, reliability, points of view



This is really important!

https://www.snopes.com/fact-check/shark-street-hurricane/


This is really important!

● Only 2% of children have the critical literacy skills they need 
to tell if a news story is real or fake.

● Half of children are worried about not being able to spot fake 
news.

● Two-thirds of teachers believe fake news is having a harmful 
effect on children’s well-being.

● Half of parents are worried about the 
impact of fake news and misinformation on 
their children’s lives and don’t think their 
children have the skills they need to spot it. 
(National literacy Trust: 2018, 2019)



Why do we need to support children to critically 
navigate the online world of information?

Ofcom Children & 
parents: media use and 
attitudes report 2022

8-11s

● 60% own a smartphone

● 95% use video sharing 
platforms (TikTok, 
YouTube)

● 64% use social media 
apps/sites/ 60% have 
their own profile

● 84% use messaging 
apps/sites

12-15s

● 97% own a smartphone

● 98% use video sharing 
platforms (TikTok, 
YouTube)

● 91% use social media 
apps/sites/ 60% have 
their own profile

● 97% use messaging 
apps/sites



Fake or real? Critically 
questioning online 
information 



What is fake news? Why does it exist?
● Entertainment - eg The Daily Mash, The Onion

● Clickbait - eg World News Daily Report

● Deliberate propaganda - eg Breitbart, Natural News





Spotting fake news: question the source 



Trusted 
sources



1029thebuzz.com





Check the coverage



Check the 
coverage:
useful 
vocab



What is your gut reaction?









How can you do this offline?



Explore how pictures can be 
manipulated

Challenge: caption competition – 
what descriptions can you think of 
that would change the meaning of 
this photo?

Miscaptioning



Explore how pictures can be 
manipulated

Forced perspective



Reverse image search
Photoshop



Viral posts
Just because:

● Lots of people/people in 
your network have shared it;

● You have seen it lots of 
times;

doesn’t make it true!



Fact, opinion, rumour or 
speculation?
1

Apparently, a huge silverback gorilla 
at London Zoo smashed through his den 
and escaped! Gorilla on the rampage! 
#kumbuka #gorillaontheloose

I feel sorry for the gorilla. If 
I was in a glass cage with 
people staring at me all day, I 
would want to escape too! 
#kumbuka #animalcruelty

I reckon the gorilla escaped 
because he was angry at all 
the stupid visitors banging on 
the glass all day #kumbuka 
#angrygorilla

London Zoo has confirmed 
that at 5.30pm #Kumbuka the 
gorilla was safely returned to his 
den after drinking 5 litres of 
squash found in the staff area 
#thirstygorilla #safeandsound

3

2

4



I reckon the gorilla escaped 
because he was angry at all 
the stupid visitors banging on 
the glass all day #kumbuka 
#angrygorilla

Fact, opinion, rumour or 
speculation?

Apparently, a huge sliverback gorilla 
at London Zoo smashed through his den 
and escaped! Gorilla on the rampage! 
#kumbuka #gorillaontheloose

I feel sorry for the gorilla. If 
I was in a glass cage with 
people staring at me all day, I 
would want to escape too! 
#kumbuka #animalcruelty

London Zoo has confirmed 
that at 5.30pm #Kumbuka the 
gorilla was safely returned to his 
den after drinking 5 litres of 
squash found in the staff area 
#thirstygorilla #safeandsound
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Balance and bias: 
analysing news writing



Balance: interrogating points of view 
Thousands of climate change activists 
have been protesting in London since 
Monday, blocking famous landmarks to 
try to force the government to take action 
against climate change.

Nathan, a protestor, said, “We need to do 
something drastic to have action!”

Laura, a retired teacher who travelled 
from Somerset to join the protests, said: 
“I am so worried about what’s happening 
to the planet… it is terrifying and the 
government have done nothing despite 
all the warnings, so we have to act now.”

Whose point of view can you hear?

Whose viewpoints have not been 
included? What might someone 
else think/feel about this story?

Is this a balanced article? 
Why/why not?



Analysing bias 
Lauren-Paige Smith, 19, was treating herself 
to a Mcdonalds for lunch, when she kindly 
offered one of her chips to a hungry bird.

She was immediately approached by a rude 
council worker who thoughtlessly issued her 
with a £25 fine for littering.

Animal-lover Lauren told the official that 
she hadn’t been littering. She explained that 
the pigeon had eaten the whole chip and so 
there was no litter left on the ground.

However, the harsh council worker still gave 
her the fine.

Who do you want to 
defend/criticise in this story?

Why? What language has the 
writer used to influence you?



● How else could the news story be told? 
Rewrite unbalanced news reports

● Hot seating/dramatised press 
conferences

● Create word banks to support language 
analysis

● Compare headlines across news 
publications   

Activities to support interrogation of 
viewpoints / analysis of bias:



Getting great writing 
outcomes: creating a 
real audience and 
purpose for news 
writing



Bring the newsroom to the classroom...



Reading and discussing real news
Appropriate (fun but challenging) stories - social issues and social justice 



Inverted pyramid structure●

Writing news reports



Standfirst

Headline

Picture + 
caption

Byline

5W introduction

Direct 
speech

Relative clauses

Formal and concise 
language

Past tense

Quotes

More details of how the 
situation occurred

Third person

Reported 
speech

End by adding additional context

Date

Key info - the 5Ws

Interesting details & 
supporting quotes

What will/may 
happen 

next

Short 
paragraphs



Effective 5Ws:
Which of these opening paragraphs works best? Why?

On Tuesday 7 August firefighters who 
were putting out a blaze at a plastics 
factory in Derbyshire spotted a 
“firenado”.

A factory that makes plastic had a 
fire today and firefighters arrived 
early this morning to try to put it 
out. When they got there they 
were putting out the fire for several 
hours but the blaze continued. 
Later in the day they saw a 
“firenado”.

A “firenado” has been spotted by 
firefighters tackling a plastics blaze in 
Derbyshire today.1

2

3



It all began on Tuesday afternoon at 
5.30pm behind the equipment shed. On 
the field lay a small, shiny UFO. To 
their disbelief, the teachers listened to a 
confusing, terrifying voicemail. 

Miss Austin, Year 5 teacher,  said that 
she felt very nervous and worried after 
discovering the crash. Miss Taylor, Year 
6 teacher, added, “I couldn’t believe 
what I saw. I’m still in shock!” 

Successes and next steps?



It all began on Tuesday afternoon at 
5.30pm behind the equipment shed. On 
the field lay a small, shiny UFO. To 
their disbelief, the teachers listened to a 
confusing, terrifying voicemail. 

Miss Austin, Year 5 teacher,  said that 
she felt very nervous and worried after 
discovering the crash. Miss Taylor, Year 
6 teacher, added, “I couldn’t believe 
what I saw. I’m still in shock!” 

Successes and next steps?

Strong grasp of relative clauses, 
reported and direct speech 
including punctuation and 
‘newsy’ verbs.

Not grasped the formal, concise 
tone of reporting.
Too informal - ‘narrative’ 
sounding with use of adverbials 
and noun phrases (redundant and 
descriptive words).

Remodelled: A UFO landed in a school 
playground on Tuesday afternoon. 
Teachers discovered that the alien 
landing was accompanied by a message 
left on the school voicemail.



Why?
● Better news writing outcomes

● Empowering

● Respecting others opinions

● Understanding the world

● Family engagement

● Pupil voice

 



School or community issue:
● Dangerous crossing outside school 
- Interviewed parents & pupils 
● Local vandalism - interviewed PCSOs, headteacher, parents
● A school trip to London - interviewed teachers, pupils

Investigation of a current national or social issue:
● Teenagers’ sugar consumption - interviewed Y10s 
● Air pollution - interviewed parents, pupils, teachers, Islington 

Council

Examples of real news...



Empowering pupils to have a voice

Give pupils the chance to identify and discuss potential 
stories themselves - increased ownership and motivation

In role as chief editor:

● Ask pupils to write down suggestions 
for stories then select one that you 
think should be reported

● Offer a range of stories from which 
pupils can choose.



Creating a real audience...

● School newspaper

● Upload to your school website

● Perform a news bulletin in assembly 

● Invite in parents

● Invite a real journalist in to 
give feedback

“It was fun finding out what was 
happening in my local area and 
being able to tell my family.” 

“I loved how we worked together 
and how people are actually 
going to read OUR news story!”



Impact of the programme : real news in the 
classroom “One pupil said to me [the workshop] 

was the best day ever as they learnt new 
skills that they can use to teach their 
parents about the news as they get their 
news from social media.”

“The classes were so affected by 
the Windrush stories that they 
wanted to know more ... I have 
rarely seen children so engaged. 
They saw the power of the media 
in changing minds. They realised 
that they aren't powerless, 
that news organisations can 
change governments’ 
minds.”

“NewsWise also produced the best 
writing I received from my class 
during the whole academic year! It 
may sound simple but using real 
world news to bring it to life and add 
context really revolutionised the way 
I taught the news.”



theguardianfoundation.org/programmes/newswise

theguardianfoundation.org/programmes/newswise/schools/unit-of-work

Twitter: @GetNewsWise

newswise@theguardianfoundation.org

Survey: https://www.smartsurvey.co.uk/s/NWwebY4/

Thank you! 

mailto:newswise@theguardianfoundation.org
https://www.smartsurvey.co.uk/s/NWwebY4/

