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Motivation: Why Fact-Checking Alone
Fails Teenagers

During a high school workshop on misinformation I recently led, a student said something
that stuck with me: “If it’s funny, I share it.” He was not being sarcastic or malicious; he was
being honest. And he was not the only one. What surprised me even more was that many of
these students already knew how to identify misinformation and use fact-checking tools.

Yet despite having the skills, they still shared misinformation. Why? Because sharing didn’t
feel harmful. For many teens, the consequences of misinformation seem
abstract—something that affects others, not themselves. What’s often missing isn’t
knowledge—it’s empathetic concern. And a lack of empathy can be just as dangerous as
believing misinformation.

This is where social and emotional learning (SEL)—especially the development of
empathy—can make a critical difference. My research explores how integrating SEL into
media literacy education can encourage teenagers to reflect ethically on their digital
behavior.

Reframing the Problem: Misinformation
as a Social, Not Just Informational Issue

For years, media and information literacy (MIL) has served as the primary educational
response to misinformation. These programs teach students how to assess credibility, verify
facts, and recognize bias (Wilson et al. 2011). Tools like the “SFIT” method or the “How to
Spot the Fake News” checklist offer clear steps for evaluating online content (Eva and Shea
2018).

While these skills are vital, they fall short in today’s media ecosystem—especially for


https://guides.lib.uchicago.edu/c.php?g=1241077&p=9082322
https://guides.library.cornell.edu/evaluate_news/infographic
https://guides.library.cornell.edu/evaluate_news/infographic

teenagers. Teens often consume news through social media and are more likely to trust
influencers, celebrities, or peers than traditional media sources (Howard et al. 2021). They
may share posts not because they believe them, but because they’re funny, shocking, or
help gain social approval (Herrero-Diz et al. 2020). In such moments, humor and peer
validation often override critical thinking (Figueira and Oliveira 2017; Herrero-Diz et al.
2020; Loos et al. 2018).

The “Tide Pod Challenge” is a stark example. Teens knew that eating detergent pods was

dangerous and that claims like “Tide Pods taste like candy” were misinformation. But the
challenge went viral—not out of belief, but because it was funny, and attention-grabbing.
What started as a joke became a harmful trend with real-world consequences (McCarthy
2018). The issue wasn'’t a lack of knowledge, but the social dynamics that encouraged risky
behavior.

MIL programs often treat misinformation as a technical problem solvable by better tools or
sharper skepticism. But they rarely address why misinformation resonates with teens, how
it spreads socially, or what ethical responsibilities young people carry (Mihailidis and Viotty
2017). To be effective, we should confront misinformation as a deeply social and emotional
phenomenon—one shaped by teens’ relationships, identities, and lived experiences.

A Shift in Perspective: Teenagers as
Misinformation Creators and Amplifiers

Teenagers today are not merely passive consumers of online content—they are active
creators, remixers, and amplifiers (Marwick and Boyd 2014). According to the Social Media
and Youth Mental Health report (2023), up to 95% of teens use social media, with more than
a third using it “almost constantly.” Through platforms like TikTok, Instagram, and
YouTube, teens play a central role in shaping what others see and believe—whether by
posting, resharing, or boosting viral trends (Howard et al. 2021).

Yet many do not see themselves as responsible for what they share. They often view
misinformation as someone else’s problem. This disconnection—known as third-person
effect—creates a troubling situation where teens have the power to shape what others see
online but don’t recognize the responsibility that comes with that power (Corbu et al.
2022).

To bridge this gap, we must frame misinformation as not just an accuracy issue but a social
and emotional one. We must help teens see misinformation as something that can harm
relationships, reputations, communities—and themselves. This starts by shifting the goal of


https://www.health.harvard.edu/blog/why-teenagers-eat-tide-pods-2018013013241

education from correcting mistakes to fostering responsibility.

Empathy in Action: Integrating SEL into
Misinformation Education

Social and emotional learning (SEL) offers a powerful framework for reimagining
misinformation education. It builds five core competencies: self-awareness, self-

management, social awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision-making (CASEL
2015). When integrated with media and information literacy (MIL), these competencies do
more than enhance critical thinking—they help cultivate ethical, reflective, and
compassionate digital citizens (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Proposed Framework for Integrating Media and Information Literacy and
Social and Emotional Learning.

To apply this framework in practice, I developed and implemented an SEL-based
misinformation learning module composed of a game and a structured debriefing session.
The game—ChronoShift Reality Rewritten—was created at the University of Washington and
situates players in a fictional high school election disrupted by a digitally manipulated
image. Participants encounter five distinct roles, each representing a part of the
misinformation ecosystem:
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e Misinformation Producer: unintentionally creates a fake image using Al.

» Misinformation Sharer: circulates the image without verification.

» Misinformation Influencer: amplifies content across social media platforms.

» Disinformation Producer: intentionally creates harmful deepfake content.

» Misinformation Victim: suffers reputational harm as the misinformation spreads.

Players navigate escape room-style puzzles in teams, requiring them to collaborate and
reflect. After gameplay, they participate in a structured debriefing session using a SEL-
based debriefing board I designed (see figure 2). This board uses role-play and guided
questions—such as “Why did you share that?” and “How might someone else feel if they saw
this?”—to prompt emotional and ethical reflection (Marathe and Sen 2021).
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Figure 2: SEL-Based Debriefing Board

The SEL-based debriefing board supports participants in reflecting emotionally and ethically
after role-playing misinformation scenarios in the ChronoShift game. Guided questions
encourage teens to consider their digital behaviors’ emotional and social impacts.

Source: Adapted from ChronoShift Reality Rewritten misinformation game, developed at
the University of Washington. © University of Washington. Used with permission.

Drawing from evidence-based SEL practices, role-play helps students step into others’
perspectives, deepening their understanding of the emotional and social impact of their
actions (Dewi et al. 2020; Mahmoud 2024). This approach builds empathy, strengthens
ethical decision-making, and fosters inclusive peer relationships (Dallacqua et al. 2022).

Although data collection is ongoing, preliminary reflections from students suggest that
combining gameplay, role-play, and emotional inquiry helps them move beyond abstract
concepts of “true vs. false” and toward a more relational understanding of their online
behaviors.

Conclusion: Rethinking What We Teach
About Misinformation

We often teach young people how to decode information but rarely teach them how to
pause, relate, and decide with care. That decision—whether to share something, how to
respond to a post, or how to represent themselves online—is at the heart of digital
responsibility. Misinformation education cannot stop at accuracy; it must reach into how
teens interpret, feel about, and respond to the world around them. Empathy offers a quiet-
but-transformative shift: from reacting to reflecting, from scrolling past harm to stepping
into someone else’s shoes. It is not just a skill—it’s a stance. And it might be our most
powerful defense against a digital culture that too often rewards speed over thought and
spectacle over understanding.

If we want teens to take misinformation seriously, we must first take seriously the emotional
landscapes they navigate, the peer dynamics that shape their choices, and the ethical
instincts they are still developing. Misinformation exploits what young people do not know,
but it also preys on what they do not yet pause to consider. By creating space in our
classrooms for empathy, reflection, and ethical dialogue, we do more than correct
falsehoods—we equip the next generation to shape a more thoughtful, responsible digital
world. The stakes involve not just facts and fakes but who we become when we share them.
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