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LESSON ONE

IS THE EARTH FLAT?
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We know that if we hold something up and drop it, 
gravity will attract it to the ground. 

We know this is true because we can see it. 

But what about things we can’t see? 

How do we know if they are true or not?
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We are told the Earth is a sphere and people on 
the other side don’t fall off because of gravity. 

But how do we know if this is true?
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The Apollo 8 astronauts were the first to see the 
Earth from space. 

But we can’t all go to space.
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We can look at the horizon.
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The Ancient Greeks worked out the Earth is a 
sphere. They used the science of the time. 

Science evolves but is based on a core principle: 
having evidence (or proof) you can verify.

Scientists publish their findings (what they have 
discovered) so others can check. Because it is 
based on evidence and can be verified we can trust 
scientific knowledge.
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Over time, scientific knowledge becomes 
widely known.

But where do we get our information from?

Family, friends, TV, social media...

How do we know for sure? What is a reliable 
source? Who do we trust?
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Dictionaries and encyclopedias are written by 
experts who study a topic, verified by editors, and 
released by publishers. 

Some examples are the Encyclopaedia Britannica 
or the Macquarie Dictionary.

We trust these institutions or brands based on 
their reputation.
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TAKE AWAYS

Who do you trust?

What is a trustworthy source?

It’s important to check information!
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LESSON TWO

IS WIKIPEDIA RELIABLE?
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How can we check if something is real, or true?

Where can we find sources of information we  
can trust?

We can look in a dictionary or an encyclopaedia.

We can also search online using Google or 
DuckDuckGo (a search engine that does not track 
users as much as Google does).

Wikipedia is often in the top results.
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Wikipedia is an online encyclopaedia.

It has articles like Britannica  
(for example: “Australia”).

But it is not done by professionals: anyone can 
edit an article, even you!

So, there are rules.
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Think of a Wikipedia article (for example “Canberra”) 
as a public garden. 

Anyone can be a gardener. Anyone can plant a new 
flower bed or get rid of some weeds.

Some gardens are perfect: The rules were followed.
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What if people who are not gardeners start 
planting things incorrectly?

What if people who are not experts start adding 
silly things on Wikipedia?

What else could go wrong?
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So, what are the rules (or policies) to make sure 
Wikipedia articles are reliable?

• Information in articles has to be neutral

• Information has to be based on reliable sources, 
like a book by a scientific expert for example

• Information should not be original research.
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Anatomy of a Wikipedia article

This section compiles 
all the sources cited 
in an article. It can 
also contain notes 
clarifying or expanding 
on information contained 
in the article. You can 
use this section to 
expand your search 
for information beyond 
Wikipedia and find 
academic sources that 
you can include in their 
own research.

A table of contents presents how the content of an 
article is organized. It allows you to understand how 
the article is structured and helps you to optimize your 
information search.
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Let’s look at a well-made article.

It has a clear content and references.

We can look for other signs of quality. Look at the 
end of this book for the page called “Indicators of Indicators of 
quality on a Wikipedia articlequality on a Wikipedia article”.
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Lets try it out.

Evaluate some articles using My Knowledge QuestMy Knowledge Quest 
at the end of this book.
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TAKE AWAYS

Wikipedia is free and easy to find. It’s a good way to check 
information. Wikipedia articles should be

• Based on reliable sources
• Have a neutral point of view
• Not be original research.

So be sure to avoid poorly edited articles (for example 
pages with a warning banner or no references).
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LESSON THREE

STREET SANDWICH
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Imagine that you come across a sandwich,  
or perhaps someone offers you one.
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If you had never met the person offering the 
sandwich you would be right to refuse it: 

You have no way of knowing if it is OK or not.
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If you knew and trusted the person who gave it 
to you (like a friend), you might accept it - if you 
were hungry, and liked sandwiches.
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If you found a sandwich on the street: would you 
eat it?

You can’t check if it’s OK, so probably not.
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Think of unfamiliar information as being like a 
sandwich on the street.

If you are not sure if it is OK: check!
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TAKE AWAYS

What kind of new information should you question? 

• If you are not sure about new information: CHECK!
• How do you check? 
• Do a search with Google or DuckDuckGo.
• Look at the Wikipedia article.
• If the article is OK (no warning banners for example): you 

have the answer.
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LESSON FOUR

WHY YOU SO MAD?

57
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Sometimes we disagree with our friends, we get 
angry and we call them names.

That’s not great, but it’s OK: we can say sorry 
later, and become friends again.
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What happens between you and your friends is 
your own business. 

You know them and they know you.

61



62



On the Internet, people often discuss what they 
think about the world. 

Sometimes they agree, sometimes they disagree. 

Saying something about someone or something is 
called making a claim.
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Sometimes people make claims by calling other 
people they don’t know names. 

This is called an ad hominem attack (Latin for “to 
the person”). It’s almost always not a good idea.
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Ask yourself: why are they calling them names if 
they don’t know them? 

It’s fine to disagree with someone’s ideas.

But why are they making the fight about the 
person, not their ideas?
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Ask yourself if you should share this? 

If you think a claim about someone sounds like an 
ad hominem (“to the person”), don’t share it (on 
social media for example). 

If you are not sure about the claims, check the 
Wikipedia page. 

This will help you to decide whether a claim is valid.
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TAKE AWAYS

If you think there is an ad hominem attack: CHECK!

How do you check? 

• Do a search with Google or DuckDuckGo. 
• Look at the Wikipedia article.
• If the article is OK (for example, it has lots of 

references): you have the answer.
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LESSON FIVE

RED CARS
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Have you ever noticed...

If you get a new pair of shoes, suddenly it seems 
like a lot of other people are wearing them too?
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Or have you ever noticed...

There are more cars on the road in the same 
colour and make as your family’s car...than there 
are in any other colour or make?
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Or have you ever noticed...

That you’re suddenly hearing the same news story 
everywhere?
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It’s not just you. There’s a name for this. It’s 
called the Frequency Illusion (or sometimes: the 
red car syndrome).

These terms describe a situation that many 
people have experienced: when something that 
you’ve been thinking about suddenly seems to pop 
up everywhere.
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It’s important to realise that this situation is an 
illusion (it’s not real). 

Your brain is playing tricks on you! It happens 
because when you’re exposed to new, interesting 
information, your brain takes more notice.

This is a normal thing for brains to do, and usually 
not a problem.
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Often we think if we read or watch the same thing 
many times, then it must be true. 

Sometimes, this is a frequency illusion.  
For instance:

Most people used to think that cigarettes were 
“good for you”.

Most people used to think that it was OK to put 
alcohol in babies’ bottles to help them sleep. 
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Just because you hear and see something all 
the time, it doesn’t mean that it is happening 
all the time.

You could be experiencing Frequency Illusion. 

So what you are seeing and hearing may not 
be true! 
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What should you do? You’ve discovered something new 
and now you’re hearing it everywhere!

• If you are not sure about new information: CHECK!
• How do you check?
• Do a search with Google or DuckDuckGo.
• Look at the Wikipedia article.
• If the article is OK (no warning banners for example):  

you can trust this new information.

TAKE AWAYS
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LESSON SIX

GARAGE DRAGON
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Just imagine...

Your best friend tells you they have a dragon 
living in their garage! You have to see this!
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But...

When you get to the garage, you can see a ladder, 
paint cans and an old bike...

NO DRAGON!
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But your friend says, “It’s right here! I forgot to 
tell you it’s an invisible dragon.”

An invisible dragon! This is really exciting. But 
you need proof.

You tell your friend you want to spread flour 
on the floor of the garage so you can see the 
dragon’s footprints.
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But your friend says,  

“This dragon floats in the air! So you won’t be able 
to see its footprints.”
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You have to think for a minute. This dragon 
breathes fire, right? 

You tell your friend you can get an infrared 
sensor. That way you’ll be able to detect the fire.
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But your friend says, “This dragon’s fire is 
heatless. So you won’t be able to detect it  
that way.”

You’re getting a bit grumpy now, but you’re not 
going to give up. 

You tell your friend you’re going to get some 
spray-paint and spray it on the dragon so that it 
becomes visible.

 

103



104



But your friend says, “No, that won’t work 
either! This dragon is incorporeal. It doesn’t 
have a body!

You are probably thinking now: Does this dragon 
even exist?

Can you think of some other ways to test  
its existence?

105



106



You can’t prove your friend is telling the truth and 
that there really is a dragon in their garage. 

You also can’t prove it’s not true and that there’s 
no dragon in the garage. 

It might be true...but you lack the evidence!
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Something similar happens when somebody in the 
media says something that could be true.

For instance, someone reports that they saw an 
extra-terrestrial from another planet.

We don’t have the evidence to definitely say 
that extra-terrestrials don’t exist, but we also 
don’t have enough evidence to definitely say 
that they do. 
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What do you do when you find some new information 
that might be true? (Can you remember?)

• If you are not sure about new information: CHECK!
• How do you check?
• Do a search with Google or DuckDuckGo.
• Look at the Wikipedia article.
• If the article is OK (no warning banners for example):  

you can trust this new information.

TAKE AWAYS
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Remember:  
 
Just because you can trust this information, it 
doesn’t mean that it is perfect. People (including 
scientists, journalists and Wikipedians) are 
always working to find more information and 
better evidence. 
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INFORMATION FOR PARENTS, 
TEACHERS AND  

TEACHER-LIBRARIANS 

113



Developing kids’ information literacy 

This book presents version 1.0 of educational resources created to develop fact-checking best 
practice in children aged 9–11. It can be used by teachers and teacher-librarians in schools, 
by parents who want to discuss information literacy with their children, or by children on 
their own.

The attention economy

In the current media ecosystem everyone faces multiple claims for their attention every day. 
Some claims are true; others are incorrect. Our attention is precious, so deep or “critical” 
engagement with dubious claims is a poor strategy: it represents a waste of time better  
spent elsewhere. 
Students should acquire the means to decide quickly which claims are worth their attention.

Lateral reading and civic online reasoning 

The lateral reading method was developed at Stanford University’s Faculty of Education. 
When confronted with a dubious claim, people should not engage “vertically”, in depth. 
The best way to learn about an information item’s credibility is to “think like a fact-
checker”. This means looking away from this information item, opening another tab, and 
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checking elsewhere. Lateral reading is based on the principle of civic online reasoning, 
which recognises the importance of the Internet as a source of information, and of being in 
possession of accurate information when debating social and political issues. 
Civic online reasoning focuses on action: not what students know, but the steps they take to  
verify information. 

Wikipedia

Negative perceptions of Wikipedia’s reliability are widespread in the school teaching 
community. These perceptions are outdated. “Anybody can edit” a Wikipedia article, but 
countless trusted volunteers, administrators, and automated type-setting “bots” ensure that 
these edits are based on reliable sources, are neutral, and do not represent original research. 
All modifications to an article, and any disputes between editors about article content in  
the article’s “Talk” page, are archived on its “History” page, and visible: the editorial process  
is transparent. This makes it virtually impossible for conspiracies to be published, or  
remain published — with the possible exception of obscure topics where very few editors  
are involved. 
Students need to be able to tell when a Wikipedia article is problematic (for example, it has 
a warning banner) and when it is not.
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Title Key concepts Learning intentions

1. Is the Earth flat?
 - How do we know what we know? 
 - Defining why we can trust the scientific process: 

evidence can be verified. 
 - Defining traditional reliable sources of  

scientific information.

 - I know what a 
trustworthy source  
of scientific 
information is.

2. Is Wikipedia Reliable?  - Understanding Wikipedia’s structure: Article pages, 
“Talk” pages, “History” pages.

 - Understanding some of Wikipedia’s key policies 
(reliable sources, neutrality, no original research) and 
the community enforcement of these policies. 

 - Recognising warning signs that a Wikipedia article  
may not be reliable.

 - I know when 
Wikipedia articles  
are reliable.

3. Street Sandwich

 - Teaches students that new or unfamiliar claims should 
be fact-checked.

 - Introduces the lateral reading method: look away, open 
another tab, verify.

 - I know when I 
should check if a 
claim or person  
is credible.
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Title Key concepts Learning intentions

4. Why You So Mad?

 - Learning to question information that attacks people 
rather than ideas (“ad hominems”).

 - Understanding the need to reflect before sharing 
information that is emotionally manipulative. 

 - I can identify 
an ad hominem 
argument.

 - I know I should 
pause and think 
before sharing 
emotional content.

5. Red Cars

 - Understanding the difference between something 
being ubiquitous and something being true: cognitive 
bias may be at work.

 - I understand that 
just because I 
suddenly see 
something 
everywhere 
online, it does not 
mean it is true.

6. Garage Dragon
 - Teaching students about testing hypotheses and  

the possibility of falsification. 
 - Understanding the difference between belief  

and evidence. 
 - Teaching students to recognise “shifting goalposts” 

when evidence is being presented.

 - I understand 
the need to be 
sceptical of 
hypotheses that 
cannot be proven.
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Organisation of educational resources

• Each of the six educational resources has been given a catchy name and uses a metaphor 
to explore and understand scientific knowledge, trust and misinformation. 

• Resources 1–2 establish the foundations: what is scientific knowledge; what are 
authoritative sources of scientific information?

• Resources 3–6 present scenarios aiming to trigger a fact-checking “reflex”: when should I 
verify whether a claim is correct? 

• Resources 3–6 are organised sequentially, from the simplest concepts to the most 
advanced, so resources 5 and 6 may be more appropriate for older students.
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DIGITAL COMMONS POLICY COUNCIL
The Digital Commons Policy Council is an international think tank established in 2021 by Mathieu 
O’Neil thanks to the Ford and Sloan Foundations’ Critical Digital Infrastructure fund (2019–2020). 
Additional Operational and Pilot Research funding was provided by the Ford Foundation in 2022. 
The DCPC aims to increase the recognition of the benefits of digital commons such as free and 
open source software and Wikipedia, and of the volunteer labour which produces these common 
resources. It does so by producing evidence-based public reports. More information at  
www.dcpc.info

NEWS & MEDIA RESEARCH CENTRE
The N&MRC advances understanding of the changing media environment. Our research focuses on 
digital news consumption, social and political networks, and the impacts of digital technology on 
journalism, politics, and society. The Centre conducts both critical and applied research projects 
with partners and institutions in Australia and internationally. More information at https://www.
canberra.edu.au/research/faculty-research-centres/nmrc
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