Lesson Plan: Digital Detectives: Unmasking Fake News
Suggested Grade Level: Grades 7-9
Subject Areas: English Language Arts (Media Literacy), Social Studies (Civics/History), Health and Physical Education
Learning Objectives: Students will be able to:
1. Define "fake news" and identify its various purposes (e.g., humor, likes, harm, misinformation).
2. Understand the potential real-life consequences of sharing fake news.
3. Apply a set of critical thinking strategies to verify the reliability of online information before sharing.
4. Recognize common characteristics of fake news (e.g., exaggerated headlines, grammar errors, lack of author/date, unconfirmed by other sources).
5. Commit to being responsible digital citizens by actively combating the spread of misinformation.
Materials:
· Transcript of "Identifying Fake News" (displayed centrally or one copy per student for reference)
· Whiteboard or chart paper
· Markers
· Handout: "Fake News Checklist for Digital Detectives" (template provided below)
· Optional: Real-life examples of (harmless) fake news headlines or social media posts for discussion.
Fake News Checklist for Digital Detectives Handout
Name: ____________________________ Date: ____________________________
When you see an interesting news story online, ask yourself:
1. Headline Check: Is the headline exaggerated (e.g., "Groundbreaking!", "Incredible!", "You can't imagine!")? Does it use very strong emotional words?
· Yes / No
2. Read Beyond the Headline: Did I read the whole article, not just the title?
· Yes / No
3. Author & Date: Is the author's name clearly stated? Is the date of publication easy to find?
· Yes / No
4. Grammar & Spelling: Are there many grammar errors or spelling mistakes in the article?
· Yes / No
5. Source Check: Have other reputable news sites or trusted sources (like CBC, Global News, Toronto Star) also reported this news?
· Yes / No
6. Fact Check (If told by a friend): If a friend shared it, did they double-check it? Can I ask an adult to verify it with me?
· Yes / No
My Verdict: If I answered "Yes" to too many red flags (questions 1, 4) or "No" to important checks (questions 2, 3, 5, 6), I will NOT SHARE this news and will look for more reliable information.

Lesson Procedure:
Part 1: The Lure of Fake News (15 minutes)
1. Hook (5 min): Start by displaying a few catchy, but potentially fake, headlines (e.g., "Eating Chocolate for Exams Makes You a Genius!"). Ask students: "Would you share this? Why or why not?" Introduce the term "fake news."
2. Introducing the Transcript (10 min): Explain that today's lesson will help them become "Digital Detectives" to spot fake news before sharing it. Read aloud the "Identifying Fake News" transcript, focusing on the chocolate example and the initial shock of realizing it's fake. Discuss the transcript's message: "Virtual is real."
Part 2: Why Fake News Matters & What It Looks Like (25 minutes)
1. Consequences of Sharing Fake News (10 min): Discuss the potential impacts mentioned: "make people laugh," "get more likes," "harm someone or something," and the "real-life consequences" (e.g., "What if someone you knew actually did start to consume a kilo of chocolate a day?"). Emphasize that even if it's just about chocolate, the next time it could be more serious (e.g., health hoaxes, misinformation during an election).
2. Characteristics of Fake News (15 min): Go through the tips provided in the transcript for identifying fake news. Write these tips clearly on the whiteboard/chart paper as you discuss them:
· Don't just read headlines; read all the way through.
· Check for date and author's name.
· Watch for exaggerated numbers or words (Important, incredible, you can't imagine!).
· Look for grammar errors.
· Check if other reputable sites/newspapers (e.g., CBC News, Toronto Star, Global News in Canada) have reported similar news.
· If news comes by word of mouth, ask an adult to verify.
Part 3: Becoming a Digital Detective (20 minutes)
1. Activity: Fake News Checklist (15 min): Distribute the "Fake News Checklist for Digital Detectives" handout. Go through each point on the checklist, discussing how it helps them verify information.
· Cultural Reference (Ontario Context): Reinforce the idea of checking with reputable Canadian news sources (e.g., CBC, The Globe and Mail, Global News). Discuss how these media outlets have journalistic standards, unlike many social media posts. Emphasize the importance of media literacy for informed decision-making in a democratic society like Canada.
2. Practice Scenarios (5 min): Use the three scenarios from the transcript (younger siblings funnier, exaggerated numbers, chocolate memory boost) and have students apply their checklist verbally. Ask for their "verdict" (share or not share) and why.
Part 4: Conclusion & Commitment (10 minutes)
1. The Power of Share (5 min): Reiterate the message: "When you share fake news, you spread the word and make more people believe that it could be true. Remember that your actions can make a difference. Think about it before clicking share."
2. Personal Commitment (5 min): Encourage students to commit to being critical thinkers and responsible sharers online. Ask them: "How will you use your new 'Digital Detective' skills today?"

Correlation with the Ontario Curriculum Guides (English Lesson Plan):
This lesson plan aligns with several outcomes from the Ontario Curriculum Guides for Grades 7-9:
· English Language Arts – Media Literacy:
· Grades 7-9 (2.2 Making Inferences/Interpreting Messages): Interpret media messages, making inferences about the main idea and some of the ways in which the message is conveyed. Correlation: Students develop critical thinking skills to analyze the credibility of online news and identify persuasive techniques used in fake news.
· Grades 7-9 (2.3 Making Connections): Make connections between media texts and their own knowledge and experiences, and with current events. Correlation: Students connect the concept of fake news to their own social media use and understand its impact on society.
· Grades 7-9 (2.4 Evaluating Texts): Evaluate the effectiveness of media texts, taking into account their purpose and the needs of the audience. Correlation: Students learn to evaluate the reliability of sources and information, a core aspect of digital literacy.
· Social Studies (e.g., CHV2O - Civics and Citizenship, Grade 10 - foundational concepts for Grades 7-9):
· A3.1, A3.2: Explain various ways in which individuals and groups can take action to address civic issues; analyse different ways that citizens can exercise their rights and responsibilities. Correlation: The lesson emphasizes the responsibility of digital citizens to combat misinformation, which is crucial for an informed citizenry in a democracy.
· Health and Physical Education (HPE) – Healthy Living (Personal Safety and Injury Prevention; Mental Health and Well-being):
· Grades 7-9 (D2.3): Identify strategies for preventing and responding to safety issues related to technology use. Correlation: While not directly about physical safety, spreading misinformation (e.g., about health) can have significant safety and mental health impacts. The lesson equips students with tools to avoid contributing to such harm
