
4. Analyzing Online Information, Part 1

The ability to analyze online information is one of the most important skills for a digital citizen to master. It 

is not hyperbole to state that our very democracy depends upon it. A report from the Stanford History 

Education Group (SHEG) finds that youth “lack the skills to judge the reliability of information online.” In 

an effort to address this serious problem, SHEG researchers observed fact checkers from the nation’s most 

prestigious news organizations to see how they detect misinformation. In the COR or Civic Online 

Reasoning program, they distill what these fact-checkers do into three essential questions. This lesson 

introduces students to these questions.

Key Standards—CCSS.ELA-LITERACY: RI.8.1, RI.8.2, RI.8.4, RI.8.6, W.8.4, W.8.8, SL.8.1, SL.8.1.A, SL.8.1.B, SL.8.1.C, SL.8.1.D, SL.8.2, 

L.8.4, L.8.4.A, L.8.4.D, L.8.6. ISTE: 2b, 3a, 3b. CASEL: 4a, 4b, 4c, 4d, 5a, 5d, 5e. 

Learning Objectives

Students will...

✓ Learn to think like “de-‘tech’-tives” when analyzing online information.

✓Use three essential questions to detect misinformation.

✓Understand how to read laterally to practice fact-checking skills.

Introducing The Lesson

As students have learned in previous lessons, it is easy for anyone to post anything online. That’s why they 

must think like “de-‘tech’-tives” (students may remember this term from Level 1) whenever they go online 

in order to keep from getting duped or misled.         

The Lesson

1. Tell students the first thing they should do when evaluating online information is to leave the page 
where the information appears and open a new tab on their browser (a fact-checking strategy called 

“lateral reading”). This second tab is where they will conduct their investigation. 

2. Next, explain that you are going to teach them the three essential questions that real fact checkers 
ask when they are evaluating online information.
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The Lesson

Question #1: Who is behind this information?
[Screen Video 1 in the Slides] Review: All information is influenced by its author. That’s why students 

should begin by investigating the person or organization behind the information in question. 

Remind them to do this by leaving the page and using the tab they just opened. They should ask:

• Who is the author? Are they reputable or qualified to write about the topic?

• Do they have a financial incentive for writing it? Are they trying to persuade you to believe/buy 

something?

• Who is the publisher? Do they have a financial incentive?  Are they trying to persuade you?

• Is the information from a reputable news organization? Is it a sponsored post, a personal blog?

• Did you get the information from a friend you know and trust? From a stranger?

• Were you led to the information by an anonymous social media post?

• Why do you think this information was shared with you?

Question #2: What is the evidence for the claims? 

[Screen Video 2 in the Slides] Review: It can be tempting to accept online information at face value. 

After all, anyone can make an attractive website, write a convincing blog post, or sponsor an online ad 

that looks like information. That’s why it’s important to carefully consider whether the evidence (if 
there is any!) supports the claims being made. They should ask:

• Is it a factual claim or an opinion statement?

• Is the claim backed up with evidence?

• Does that evidence come from a reliable source?

• Did you conduct a search on the source of the evidence? Is it from an expert in the field, a reputable 

organization, a random blogger?

• Does the source back up their claims with other sources and explain how evidence was gathered?

Question #3: What do other sources say about the author/organization and the claims?
[Screen Video 3 in the Slides] Review: Explain that it is important to check claims and evidence against 
other sources on the Internet. Consider doing the following:

• Search the topic to see what others have published about it. 

• Check multiple credible sources to see what other information exists.

• Determine if those sources are reputable.

• Check in with an organization or website known to be an authority on the topic.
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Activity 

This activity works best when students use digital devices to investigate the article. Alternatively, 
you could conduct the investigation on a device and screen what you find for students to see. 

Have students work individually or in pairs (better!) to evaluate: “Cancer Industry Not Looking for a Cure; 

They’re Making Too Much Money.” This popular article has 3.4M views on the site where it appears. 

Students should analyze it using the three questions and the Student Packet. Remind them to open a 

second tab on their browser and leave the site to conduct their investigation. This activity may take a 

couple of class periods to complete or you can assign as homework.

Wrap-up by asking students to share what their investigations revealed. Facilitate a class discussion using 

the Teacher Guide that follows.

Goal

To provide students with three essential questions that will help them evaluate online information.

Reference:

COR or Civic Online Reasoning Curriculum
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Read It Here: 
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THINK LIKE A DE-‘TECH’-TIVE! 3 ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS

1. Who is behind this information?
• Who is the author? Are they reputable or qualified to write about the topic?

• Do they have a financial incentive for writing it? Are they trying to persuade you to believe/buy 

something?

• Who is the publisher? Do they have a financial incentive?  Are they trying to persuade you?

• Is the information from a reputable news organization? Is it a sponsored post, a personal blog?

• Did you get the information from a friend you know and trust? From a stranger?

• Were you led to the information by an anonymous social media post?

• Why do you think this information was shared with you?

What Did You Discover? ______________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

2. What is the evidence for their claims?
• Is it a factual claim or an opinion statement?

• Is the claim backed up with evidence?

• Does that evidence come from a reliable source?

• Conduct a search on the source of the evidence. Is it from an expert in the field, a reputable 

organization, a random blogger?

• Does the source back up their claims with other sources and explain how evidence was gathered?

What Did You Discover?_______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

Your Name(s)_________________________________
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3. What do other sources say about the author/organization and the claims?

• Search the topic to see what others have published about it. 

• Check multiple credible sources to see what other information exists.

• Determine if those sources are reputable.

• Check in with an organization or website known to be an authority on the topic.

What Did You Discover?___________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________

Would you trust this article as a research source? Why or why not?

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________
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TEACHER GUIDE

1. Who is behind this information?

A quick search about the site where this article appears, “Natural News,” reveals that it is “a science-based 

natural health advocacy organization led by activist-turned-scientist Mike Adams, the Health Ranger.” 

However, the “About Natural News” page does not indicate what kind of scientist Adams is. A further 

investigation of the site reveals that it sells various health remedies and dietary supplements. Ask students 

what they discover about the author of the article.

2. What is the evidence for the claims?

The main claim of this article is that the “cancer industry” is making too much money. In the first paragraph 

it states, “there are many who believe that cancer is too big of a business...” but there is no evidence 

provided for this claim. Ask students: Who is “many”? At the end of the article, the author sites 

YourNewsWire.com as a source, but that URL leads to what appears to be a sports betting website.

3. What do other sources say about the author/organization and the claims?

Students will likely discover that many sources discredit “Natural News.” For example, according to Vox, 

“‘Natural News’ is actually a network of sites filled with bylined articles and flanked by ads for survivalist gear 

and dodgy health cures.” The internet trust tool NewsGuard reports it “severely violates basic standards of 

credibility and transparency.” Various fact-checking organizations have repeatedly flagged “Natural News” 

content as false and Facebook banned the site for using “misleading or inaccurate information.” An entire 

report on disinformation focused on “Natural News.” Ask your students what “credible sources” they find 

and what they discover.
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