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Accessing,EvaluatingandEngaging
withNews:TheValueofaUser-Centric
ApproachforRethinkingMediaLiteracy

Joëlle Swart

Introduction

Educational institutions are increasingly paying attention to media literacy. Con-
cerns around misinformation, privacy and filter bubbles (Pariser 2011) have 
sparked a variety of programmes, tailored toward turning young people into 
critical, mindful and active news users who can confidently navigate the media-   
saturated society they live in (Mihailidis 2012). These curricula are based on the 
premise that by training students to become more critical toward the information 
they receive and the technologies they use, they become less susceptible to the 
potential dangers that media pose, such as fake news or privacy invasions (Bulger 
and Davison 2018; Lewandowsky et al. 2017). However, recent work has shown 
that such media literacy interventions might also backfire (boyd 2017). First, 
schools have struggled to find the delicate balance between promoting healthy 
scepticism and turning youth into cynical citizens who come to distrust any source 
of information (Mihailidis 2018; Vraga and Tully 2019). Second, studies show that 
a high awareness of the importance of privacy online may translate into passive 
media users who no longer dare to engage publicly with news at all, especially 
if it concerns sensitive topics (Marwick and boyd 2014; Thorson 2014). Finally, 
the current focus of media literacy initiatives on the evaluation of content, while 
undoubtedly important, means the way platforms and algorithms may impact 
such information remains largely neglected. This is reflected in people’s varying 
levels of algorithmic awareness (Fletcher and Kleis Nielsen 2019; Powers 2017). 
Such findings challenge current approaches to media education, raising the ques-
tion of how media literacy could be facilitated in a way that empowers users to 
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access, analyse, evaluate and engage with news and media (Hobbs 2011; Maksl 
et al. 2015; Mihailidis 2018).

This chapter explores these questions by departing from the practices and 
experiences of media users themselves. What skills, competences and knowledge 
do they perceive as helpful to build up an understanding of the public world? 
How and under what circumstances does media literacy become useful? What 
is the actual impact of media literacy –  and reversely, what are the problematic 
consequences of being media illiterate –  for people in everyday life? This chapter 
shows how such an emic approach to media literacy helps to create more nuanced 
and layered understandings of how to foster people’s abilities to use media in a 
thoughtful, deliberate manner.

Its research draws upon a series of semi- structured, in- depth interviews I con-
ducted in the first half of 2019 with 36 Dutch young people (between 16 and 
22 years old) about their social media use and media literacy, focusing on students 
in lower vocational education (MBO) in particular. This is both the lowest and 
most common level of tertiary education in the Dutch education system. Despite 
previous work that shows level of education is one of the strongest predictors of 
young people’s level of news and media literacy (Kleemans and Eggink 2016), most 
media literacy research still remains focused at college or university students. This 
study addresses this underrepresented group. Its sample included young people of 
different gender, ages and ethnicity, recruited via their teachers at schools in three 
different regions in The Netherlands, who were enrolled in a mix of programmes 
(from automotive engineering to personal healthcare to administrative assistance) 
and in different phases of their studies (first- , second-  and third- year students). 
Students from journalism- related programmes were excluded from the sample. 
Prior to the interview, students were asked to sign an informed consent form; for 
underage participants, parents were asked to give permission and sign the form in 
advance. The interviews discussed four major themes: young people’s (1) everyday 
media habits (2) use of social media (3) (social) media literacy and (4) their civic 
engagement on social media platforms. Students did not receive a reward for par-
ticipation but could participate in the research as a substitute activity during class. 
Inductive, thematic analysis (Corbin and Strauss 2015) was used to analyse the 
interview data (see Swart 2021 for a full description of the study’s methodology).

Based on its findings, this chapter discusses the value of taking a user- centric 
approach to studying media literacy, in relation to three issues in particular. First, 
it explores the topic of trustworthiness of news content on social media and how 
to help young media users to critically evaluate (mis)information in these spaces. 
Second, the chapter delves into the issue of teaching students how to engage 
with news while simultaneously managing their privacy online, at a time when 
their digital news consumption is continuously subject to surveillance. Finally, it 
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explores how an emic approach may expand our understandings of how to enable 
young people to follow their news interests in an increasingly algorithmically 
tailored news environment.

Evaluating news and discerning misinformation

Recent debates about ‘fake news’ and fears around young people’s vulnerability to 
misinformation have resulted in a rise of media literacy initiatives. The underlying 
argument for these programmes is that the ability to recognize accurate, credible 
and reliable news is vital to people’s practices of informed citizenship and to dem-
ocracy more generally. Klurfeld and Schneider (2014) argue that citizens’ ability 
to discern quality journalism is crucial to its survival. This applies to both its eco-
nomic endurance and to journalism’s symbolic role as a primary sense- making 
institution in society, whose relevance depends on users’ collective attention to 
its content (Hartley 1996; Swart 2018). Distinguishing news, however, requires 
an ever- increasing level of skills. People need to make sense of a variety of sources 
that are not necessarily produced by professional journalists. Moreover, the mix-
ture of different information genres in social media feeds raises questions about 
what ‘news’ or ‘journalism’ actually is (Edgerly 2017). Given this complexity, it 
is unsurprising that much research on media literacy highlights the importance 
of training critical thinking skills for encouraging media literacy (e.g., Kahne and 
Bowyer 2017; Vraga and Tully 2019).

However, as has been widely noted (boyd 2017; Broersma 2018; Mihailidis 
2018), the focus on possible deficits of news media that comes with the scrutiny of 
critically evaluating news content can have the unintended side- effect of fostering 
distrust for all media. The interviews reflect such scepticism by default. In par-
ticular, young people who had grown up in households where news was not (or 
only sporadically) consumed or discussed were cynical about classic notions of 
objectivity. Unlike their classmates, when I asked what they thought was news, 
they did not refer to any classical news values (Harcup and O’Neill 2016), such 
as the story’s public magnitude, the timeliness of the issue or its contribution to 
wider public debate. For them, anything that was novel and recent could poten-
tially be news. Because they automatically equated such classifications of ‘newness’ 
with judgments about reliability and credibility (see Edgerly and Vraga 2020), this 
made trusting news or media problematic. When the boundaries of what counts 
as reliable information are not clearly delineated, for example, Lisa1 (18) argued 
this also implies exactly the opposite: that any content you come across may be 
inaccurate or even a deliberate attempt to mislead you.
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In general, confirming earlier findings (Craft et al. 2016), these young people 
knew little about how news is produced, who makes editorial decisions in 
reporting, or the economics behind news production, even when they came 
from news- rich backgrounds. Although most interviewees had a good over-
view of the national media landscape and could name major news brands, 
they rarely referred to political leanings of media organizations or whether 
such a source might be sponsored and influenced by commercial logics. This 
was exemplary of students’ broader lack of knowledge about news produc-
tion and about processes of framing, bias and gatekeeping. Without such a 
frame of reference to rely upon, even with a toolkit of potential ways to verify 
and cross- check information up your sleeve, it is easy to become cynical about 
journalism as a whole.

Moreover, the findings suggest that the problem lies not so much with young 
people not being aware of any verification strategies they can use but with the 
perceived usefulness and practicality of these strategies (see also Vraga et al. 
2021). Regardless of their level of media education, most could list at least one 
strategy for validating information, such as cross- checking with another source 
or looking up the author of a piece or the organization that had published 
the story. Also, students’ awareness that content might be misinformation was 
high. With platform rather than source functioning as the major cue for reli-
ability (cf. Sterrett et al. 2019), they were particularly hesitant to trust news on 
Facebook, which had a notoriously bad reputation among young people for 
presenting fabricated stories. In practice, however, such verification strategies 
were seldomly employed. They were considered cumbersome, time- consuming 
and difficult to align with students’ everyday news routines. Students’ most 
common practice of consuming news was scrolling, that is, navigating through 
their social media news feeds continuously. Users were already hesitant to break 
this flow to click on a story to read it in full, confirming previous findings (Groot 
Kormelink and Costera Meijer 2019), let alone to seek confirmation from other 
news sources. Taking everything with a grain of salt, therefore, was considered 
a far less laborious alternative. Less cynical students solved the issue of judging 
the trustworthiness of news stories by relying on a variety of shortcuts. For 
instance, Sanne (18) used the news brand as a cue for reliability, whereas Daan 
(21) checked the comments below a news story to verify it. While such tactics 
were perceived as imperfect rough estimations, rather than full assessments of 
trustworthiness, they were simultaneously experienced as far more practical in 
everyday life. Therefore, they were also applied more frequently. Thus, equip-
ping students with a broad set of authentication strategies and tactics, while 
indicating strengths and pitfalls, might help to counter young people’s lack of 
agency regarding misinformation.
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Engaging with news and managing privacy

Second, we turn to the value of a user- centric perspective for understanding youth’s 
privacy practices. Students of programmes where media education was part of 
the curriculum (typically embedded in broader ‘Citizenship’ courses) described 
the importance of managing privacy online as one of the most prominent focal 
points of these programmes. A frequently used exercise, for instance, was having 
students google their own names to give them insight into the digital traces of their 
online behaviour. The interviewees also mentioned how privacy management was 
being emphasized by their parents, in stories by peers and in the mass media, for 
example, in the popular MTV show Catfish. These messages tended to stress users’ 
individual responsibility for shaping their online visibility and image.

However, as Hargittai and Marwick (2016) note, ‘[T] he ability of individuals to 
control the spread of their personal information is compromised by both techno-
logical and social violations of privacy’ (3572). Youth don’t see privacy online 
as personally constructed, but as networked (De Wolf 2020; Marwick and boyd 
2014). This is reflected in their experiences of media education. On the individual 
level, these educational programmes might seem highly effective. Most interviewees 
could reflect in detail on what information they shared on which social media plat-
form, what results searching for their name in Google would yield and showed 
in- depth knowledge of social media’s privacy settings. However, students simul-
taneously experienced privacy as, at least partially, out of their control. The inter-
views showcase a sense of what De Wolf (2020) has been labelled as ‘networked 
defeatism’, that is, a perceived lack of individual control over one’s privacy on 
social media. Some students, therefore, in addition to personal privacy manage-
ment, had social safeguards in place, such as having an agreement with their friends 
to always ask for permission prior to uploading group pictures. As previous work 
has suggested (Choi et al. 2018), the application of such tactics was motivated by 
a sense of fatalism, as for instance Romy (20) explains:

I’ve closed off my Insta, but I’m easy with accepting people. On Facebook there’s 
what school I go to, what school I went to before, where I work, in which city I live, 
just my street isn’t on there. You know what it is? If you’re a bit Big Brother, if you 
want to, you’ll find out anyway. It’s very difficult to close everything off.

Reflecting social norms expressed by parents, popular media and educators, stu-
dents were much more concerned about social privacy (i.e., hiding information 
from people they know) than with risks of institutional surveillance (cf. Sujon 
2018). Remarkably, only two students mentioned the topic of digital surveil-
lance and the harvesting of personal data by commercial companies, giving the 
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Cambridge Analytica scandal as an example. With the context collapse on many 
social media platforms jeopardizing users’ ability to restrict information to par-
ticular subgroups (Marwick and boyd 2014), youth were much more concerned 
with what information family members, classmates and employers could view. 
Young people’s perceptions of these privacy risks were strongly gendered: while 
girls often referred to the peril of sharing nude pictures and being ‘exposed’, boys 
were more likely to mention how drunk photos could lead to missed employment 
opportunities.

Young people deal with their lack of control over who can see what they post in 
various ways, employing both individual and intrapersonal privacy management 
tactics (De Wolf 2020). Romy (20) operated a complex system of multiple social 
media accounts and even SIM cards. Where she was mainly ‘lurking’ while using 
accounts under her own name, she frequently engaged in online debates with the 
accounts she had registered under a pseudonym. Pablo (18) likewise used a fake 
name to comment on YouTube videos about public issues, but simultaneously 
noted that others considered such behaviour ‘odd’ and risky. For most young 
people, however, their need for online privacy indeed meant they would rarely post 
or even share content, especially in relation to news and politics (Thorson 2014).

The challenge for media educators, thus, is to promote mindful media use that 
acknowledges the permanence of content that is posted while still encouraging 
youth to craft their own story and shape their online image. For example, Ashley 
(17), an avid photographer, experienced the current emphasis of her peers and 
school on individual privacy management as very restrictive. She told how her 
desire to express herself creatively through pictures on Instagram would often 
prompt negative responses by her classmates who were concerned about the digital 
traces she left. One possible way forward, suggested by youth themselves and 
supported by earlier research (e.g., Hobbs et al. 2013), could be to offer more 
best practices of how social media technologies can be employed in a beneficial 
manner. For example, young people expressed they would like to learn how they 
employ social media to keep up to date on personal interests, engage with public 
issues they find important, or to present themselves to future employers. Such 
empowering examples may help to make youth aware of, as Tim (18) put it, ‘not 
just its bad features, but also its functional side’.

Accessing news and personalizing news environments

Finally, we explore how an emic approach can give more insight into people’s 
experiences of and practices around the algorithmic selection of news. While most 
media education programmes pay limited attention to the topic of ‘algorithmic 
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literacy’ (D’Ignazio and Bhargava 2015; Head et al. 2020), the increased use of 
personalized platforms for news suggests that users’ ability to understand and 
intervene in algorithmic selection is becoming increasingly important. Like most 
young people (Newman et al. 2020), the interviewees strongly depended on algo-
rithmically tailored news, with Facebook, YouTube and news widgets on their 
smartphones (like Apple News and Google News) featuring as the most prom-
inent sources in their media diets. This represents a major shift in how users come 
to encounter news. Much audience research has conceptualized people’s news 
use as either directed practices, influenced by users’ individual characteristics and 
needs –  in line with uses and gratifications theory (Katz et al. 1973) –  or as heavily 
shaped by the context of people’s daily habits and routines (e.g., Couldry et al. 
2016). For the interviewees, however, the selection of news they consumed was 
usually neither purposeful nor a ritual but predominantly driven by algorithmic 
recommendations. Convinced that the news they needed to know would find them 
when it was really important (for similar folk theories, see Toff and Kleis Nielsen 
2018), most participants were very passive in their search for news. While a few 
checked a news app on their smartphone or watched the TV news along with their 
parents, most of them strongly relied on social media highlighting stories that 
were relevant for them. Moreover, actively tailoring these platforms to their per-
sonal interests by liking specific news brands or setting up filters was rare. News, 
for the interviewees, was something that would simply ‘come along’, making the 
consumption of a news story fortuitous.

Given young people’s dependence on algorithms for news, one might expect 
them to develop algorithmic imaginaries (Bucher 2017) folk theories (DeVito 
et al. 2017) about these mechanisms. In some cases, however, youth did not 
realize that the content they encountered was personalized. Youth’s algorithmic 
awareness (or the lack of it) varied considerably between platforms. The fact that 
Facebook would not simply display posts of the friends and pages they followed 
chronologically was relatively well- known, although some interviewees were still 
under the impression that they would see all content their friends had posted if 
they would only scroll down far enough (cf. Powers 2017; Eslami et al. 2015). 
Similarly, many were familiar with YouTube’s mechanism of prolonging users’ 
attention via its Suggested Videos feature. For example, Mariam (20) complained 
how YouTube’s algorithm tended to consider her interests too narrow and would 
show her videos that she considered too similar to each other, if she did not inter-
vene actively with the content selection herself. However, most interviewees were 
unaware of algorithmic curation on other platforms they used, in particular with 
regard to Instagram, Twitter and Snapchat. Likewise, students had difficulty to 
describe what news was shown by Apple News and Google News on their smart-
phones’ home screens, or even who supplied the content of these widgets, despite 
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checking them daily. After they had updated their operating system one day, they 
explained, such news was ‘simply there’. Some had noticed that particular news 
brands did show up often, but in general, they did not question how such con-
tent was selected.

The findings above are indicative of a broader lack of insight into what algo-
rithms are and do (cf. Eslami et al. 2015; Head et al. 2020). Even when inter-
viewees they were aware that the news they consumed on a particular platform was 
personalized, they tended to imagine these algorithms as neutral gatekeepers. Some 
theorized such mechanisms were fed by what content they clicked and viewed; 
most interviewees, however, contrary to previous findings (cf. Monzer et al. 2020), 
were unaware how their own online behaviour and supplied user data shaped the 
content displayed on their timelines. Algorithmic selection was also rarely con-
nected to broader societal issues like fragmentation.

Given the interviewees’ gaps in algorithmic literacy, it is unsurprising that 
hardly any young people in the sample tried to actively engage with or intervene 
in the algorithmic personalization of news. One of these exceptions was Daan 
(21), who deliberately followed a variety of political parties on Twitter to ensure 
he would get a multifaceted view on public issues. This is an example of how users 
might try to reverse- engineer algorithms and influence news selection (see Rader 
and Gray 2015). The interview data suggest that young people like Daan, with 
higher levels of algorithmic literacy, who might feel more empowered to tailor 
their social media feeds to their personal interests, could be more likely to apply 
such knowledge to challenge algorithms’ decisions (for instance with the aim to 
create more diverse news feeds) and might have more satisfactory experiences using 
news on social media. More work from a user- centric perspective could provide 
insight into the impact of algorithmic literacy on users’ practices and experiences 
around personalized news.

Conclusion

Changing practices of news use force us to rethink what skills, competences and 
knowledge are necessary for users to confidently and critically navigate the current 
media landscape. This chapter has considered these questions from the perspec-
tive of young people themselves, advocating for a user- centric approach to media 
literacy. It has shown how starting from the perspective of media users themselves 
can offer further direction to media educators how to guide students regarding the 
complexities of contemporary media use. Consequently, it proposes three sugges-
tions on how to align media literacy programmes more closely to young people’s 
everyday news practices and experiences.
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First, while current approaches appeared successful in equipping students with 
a variety of news verification strategies and tactics, interviewees generally had little 
insight into the broader context of media production, media effects and the polit-
ical, economic and societal role of journalism (see also Craft et al. 2016). Providing 
young people with such a broader frame of reference could not only help them to 
discern misinformation and judge the accuracy and trustworthiness of news more 
effectively but might also be beneficial to decrease cynicism as a potential by- effect 
of media education (boyd 2017), preventing young people from tuning out from 
news. Such higher level literacy is difficult to attain autodidactically or through 
peers, leaving a key role for media educators.

Second, the interviews show the importance of going beyond merely teaching 
knowledge and skills and giving concrete illustrations of how such media literacy 
can successfully be applied in practice, considering young people’s everyday con-
texts of media use and the social norms and dynamics these might be subject to. 
One clear example is public engagement around news, a civic expectation that 
young people perceived as contradictory with standards around privacy manage-
ment that promote cautionary, passive online behaviour. A more empowering 
approach here, aligning with the contemporary role of media in young people’s 
everyday life, might be to focus on how youth can actually employ digital tech-
nologies for purposes of ‘personal branding’ (Peters 1997), show examples of how 
and when they might employ more open (public timelines) and relatively closed 
(chat apps, private groups) platforms for different purposes and help them take 
ownership over the way they present themselves online.

Third, the interviews show the value of a user- centric approach to algo-
rithmic selection for understanding the growing role of algorithms in shaping 
young people’s news use. It highlights the necessity of not only focusing on 
media content but also on facilitating students’ knowledge of the contexts in 
which such information is consumed. The gaps found in young people’s algo-
rithmic literacy, for instance, are concerning given their heavy dependence on 
algorithmically tailored news sources. As Powers (2017) has argued, without 
basic insight into what algorithms are and do, it becomes difficult to assess the 
balance and the completeness of one’s news feeds or to engage in tactics to inter-
vene in such selections.

Overall, the chapter argues that if we aim to equip young people with the 
necessary tools to use media critically, mindfully and effectively, this requires 
rethinking media literacy from the perspective of the practices and experiences 
of users themselves. After all, facilitating people’s skills, competences and know-
ledge around media only matters if these are actually applied in practice. The 
user- centric approach proposed in this study offers a way forward regarding how 
media literacy might be studied in a way that highlights its usefulness and impact 
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in everyday life and how scholars may generate insights into how to empower 
citizens to navigate today’s complex media landscape.
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