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Sharing information has never been easier 
than it is today. With the click of a button, 
people can quickly distribute content to 
and receive content from friends, family, 
and strangers using social media. But 
unfortunately, this content is not always 
accurate, and misinformation can spread 
quickly.1 This is particularly important for 
students, who typically use social media as a 
primary source of information. In a previous 
study of student attitudes after the presidential 
election, 72% of students reported using social 
media (such as Facebook and Twitter) as a 
source for news related to the election.2

Although some inaccurate information or “fake 
news” can be easily identified, approximately 
one in four Americans surveyed by Pew 
Research in December 2016 reported that they 
had shared stories that they knew at the time 
or found out later were not true.3 Students also 
have difficulty identifying whether a source is 
accurate.4 For instance, a study from Stanford 
University found that middle school students 
were unable to distinguish native ads (i.e., paid 
advertisements designed to look like news 
stories) from real news articles.5 The same study 

also found that high school students accept 
photographs as undoctored without trying to 
verify them and are unable to tell a real news 
story from a fake one on Facebook. The college 
students in the study did not suspect bias in 
tweets by an activist group and were unable to 
identify differences between mainstream and 
“fringe” news sources.

The purpose of the survey summarized in this 
brief was to gather more information about 
what sources high school students use to 
obtain news and what steps students take to 
judge the credibility of those sources.

Method

A sample of students who took the ACT test 
in February 2017 as part of a national 
administration were invited to participate in the 
survey. Students were asked to evaluate their 
awareness, and the accuracy, of a number of 
online primary and secondary news sources, 
and to identify the types of activities they took 
to evaluate the accuracy of the sources.6 A 
total of 4,072 students responded to at least 
80% of the survey items.7
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Awareness of News Sources

Over 90% of the students who responded 
to the survey reported that they were 
aware of the traditional news outlets such 
as CNN, Fox News, and The New York 
Times (Figure 1). Nontraditional sources 
that are generally considered to have 
particular political biases—e.g., The Blaze, 
Natural News, and US Uncut8—were 
lesser known.
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Figure 1. Students’ reported awareness of news sources.

Secondary News Sources

In addition to using primary news sources, 
students also reported using secondary 
sources (Figure 2). Of the latter, YouTube, 
Facebook, and Twitter were the most 
used, while other secondary sources, 
such as discussion boards, blog sites, and 
Tumblr, were used much less frequently. 
Thirteen percent of students reported not 
using any secondary news sources. 13%
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Figure 2. Percentage of students using secondary news sources.

Accuracy of News Sources

Among students who were aware of 
a particular news source, the majority 
described the source as accurate.9 
Traditionally reputable sources such as 
the BBC, The New York Times, and The 
Washington Post received the highest 
ratings (Figure 3). However, approximately 
half of students identified sources that are 
often classified as misleading, such as 
US Uncut (51%) and The Blaze (46%), 
as accurate. Similarly, 39% reported 
INFOWARS, a website routinely cited as 
containing misinformation, as accurate.10
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Figure 3. Students’ evaluations of the accuracy of news sources.
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Steps Taken to Check 
Accuracy

Sixty-two percent of the survey 
respondents reported believing that news 
sources are false more than about half the 
time. Given this, what steps do they take 
to check the accuracy of the news they 
consume?

The most frequently reported steps were 
those that do not involve leaving the 
webpage. For instance, the most popular 
steps were to examine the website’s name 
(81%) or domain name (78%) (Figure 4). 
Relatively few students reported reading 
other articles by the author (39%) or 
conducting a reverse image search of a 
photograph to determine its origin (28%). 
Similarly, few students reported using 
other websites such as Fact Check (36%), 
PolitiFact (18%), Snopes (9%), or Open 
Secrets (5%).
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Figure 4. Steps students reported taking to check the accuracy of news sources.

Seven percent of students reported taking 
no steps to check accuracy, while over 
75% reported taking four or more steps.11 
Students who rarely or never questioned 
the accuracy of new sources were those 
who took the fewest steps to check 
accuracy of news sources.12 The students 
who were more likely to report taking 
more steps to check the accuracy of news 
sources tended to be those who reported 
having greater confidence in their ability to 
determine the accuracy of news sources 
and/or taking a course intended to teach 
them how to evaluate news sources.13

Recommendations

Information has the opportunity to 
help shape a student’s knowledge and 
opinions on a variety of topics. The 
results discussed above indicate that 
large majorities of students are aware of 
traditional news sources and about one 

in three are aware of newer sources that 
tend to have a political bias. Unfortunately, 
the results also show that considerable 
percentages of students who were familiar 
with the latter sources believed that they 
were accurate.

Our study, as well as other recent 
research, suggests that students will 
be better equipped to evaluate news 
sources if they have received appropriate 
instruction. Based on the survey findings, 
we recommend schools and districts 
develop courses to teach students how 
to differentiate between accurate, reliable 
information and inaccurate, unreliable 
information.

Given the proliferation of news sources 
and students’ access to them, educators 
(and parents) should take steps to help 
students prioritize fact-checking in their 
reading and work to better distinguish 
between real and fake news stories 
and sources and to help ensure that 
students are basing their views on factual 
information. 
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