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What was already known on this topic:
e Media literacy refers to the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, adopt critical thinking, and
create messages in various forms (print, audio, film/imagery, Internet, etc.).
e Fake news refers to incorrect narratives that are published as news through the Internet or
other media and seriously influences public opinion.

What this study added to our knowledge:
e The students of Ahvaz Jundishapur University of Medical Sciences have sufficient media
literacy and can detect fake news.
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Extended Abstract

'Introduction

Increasing media literacy is crucial to
protect society against the spread of
disinformation during health and social
crises, as incorrect information s
inevitable. The World Health Organization
has introduced media literacy as one of the
top five literacy skills. Media literacy refers
to the ability to access, analyze, evaluate,
adopt critical thinking, and create messages
in  various forms  (print, audio,
film/imagery, Internet, etc.) [1-2]. Mass
media are tools that, if not used correctly,
can act as a destructive force [3]. The news
and information from these channels are not
always accurate and reliable, and
sometimes, they can be fake and dangerous.
In the Cambridge Dictionary [4], fake news
refers to incorrect narratives published as
news through the Internet or other media
and influences public opinion. The close
connection between the media and human
health is undeniable. The media, while
capable of exerting severe psychological
pressure on humans, also can relieve
anxiety [5]. The Corona era has seen a surge
in incorrect information spread through
social media, fueled by widespread Internet
and smartphone access. Many studies
consider media literacy skills, training, and
strengthening these skills among the
effective strategies for detecting fake news,
evaluating news quality, and reducing
infodemics [6-11]. Researchers have
assessed media literacy levels in identifying
fake news on social media platforms in a
study [7]. A study revealed that 75% of
individuals had inadequate COVID-19
media literacy [12]. Other studies described
media literacy in an average level [9].
Additionally, while most students in a study
demonstrated adequate abilities in detecting
fake news [13], the results of another study
indicated challenges in distinguishing
between accurate and fake news [9]. A
study revealed that only half of the students

had good abilities in detecting fake news
[14]. In another study, the ability to detect
COVID-19 related fake news among
students was slightly higher than the
average level [15]. Medical sciences
students play a crucial role in public
information dissemination. Their media
literacy skills, particularly in recognizing
credible news, are vital. This study aimed to
assess these skills and explore the
relationship between media literacy and the
ability to detect COVID-19 related fake
news among students at Ahvaz Jundishapur
University of Medical Sciences, Ahvaz,
Iran.

Methods

This descriptive-correlational study was
conducted using a survey method. The
study population involved 7494 students at
Ahvaz Jundishapur University of Medical
Sciences in 2022-2023, with a sample size
of 367, based on Cochran's formula, and
stratified random sampling by educational
level. The inclusion criteria included
students’ willingness to participate in the
research, and the exclusion criteria also
considered  non-completion of  the
questionnaire.  Media literacy and the
ability to detect COVID-19 fake news
among students were measured using
questionnaires developed by Barati et al.
[16] (Cronbach’s alpha 0.86) and Esmaeili
et al. [17] (Cronbach’s alpha 0.846),
respectively. The COVID-19 media literacy
questionnaire was designed and validated in
five dimensions: [ability to detect] creators
of credible media content related to
COVID-19; [ability to detect] creators of
non-credible media content related to
COVID-19; [ability to detect] audience of
non-credible media content related to
COVID-19; format and technique, and
lifestyle and beliefs represented specifically
for non-credible media. Media literacy
levels for COVID-19 have been ranked as
follows: 0-50 was insufficient, 50.1-66 was
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not quite enough, 66.1-84 was sufficient,
and 84.1-100 was excellent. The average
scores of the CVI and CVR of these tools
were 0.94 and 0.77, respectively, and all
items were confirmed through factor
analysis. The questionnaire reliability was
verified with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.86.
The validity and reliability of these tools
were also assessed in our research sample.
A five-point Likert scale was used for
scoring. The questionnaire for the ability to
detect fake news related to COVID-19
consisted of eight components (source
review, reading text in addition to news
headlines, author review, review of news-
confirming sources, review of news date
and time, review of humor or seriousness,
referring to personal beliefs and biases, and
asking an expert). Both the media literacy
and fake news detection questionnaires
showed acceptable reliability,  with
Cronbach’s alpha values of 0.738 and
0.864, respectively, in our samples. The
data distribution was normal. Data analysis
was performed using descriptive and
inferential statistics using SPSS 26.

'Results

The study involved 367 participants, with a
gender distribution of 42.2% men and
57.8% women. The educational level was
bachelor’s (38.1%), master’s (12.8%),
professional doctorates (45.8%), and
specialized doctorates (3.3%). The study
found that the mean media literacy score
was 81.76, with a standard deviation 14.16.
The mean for the ability to detect fake news
was 3.89, with a standard deviation of 0.62.
Both variables were statistically significant
(p>0.05). Table 1 shows that students have
sufficient media literacy, with an average
score of 66.1 to 84 for each component of
the COVID-19 media literacy
questionnaire. The average score for each
component of the COVID-19-related fake
news detection ability exceeded the overall
component average (mean = 3). The results
showed that the mean media literacy score
was 76.81, and the mean score for the
ability to detect fake news was 3.89. Both
variables were statistically significant
(p>0.05).

Table 1: Descriptive indicators of components and results of the one-sample t-test of the research

variables
. ! Standard .
Variable Componin_t R rMe_a}r} . Deviation ygrlance T df | P-Value
g 1 |
[Abl_llty to dgtect] creators of 74.84 20.70 ' 428.60
Q credible media content | ~
3 [Ability to detect] creators of non- 8242 | 19.95 37068
S | credible mediacontent | TR TTT ]
= — -
=% [Ability to detect] an audience of '
gg non-credible media content ] Ly 35788 82'6 366 | 0.001
2 8 Format and technique 76.62 21.88 479.15
%; L|fes_tyle and behefg represer_1ted 6758 20.11 404,67
S specific to non-credible media
= The total score of media literacy
related to COVID-19 76.81 16.14 260.56
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Table 1. Continue

Variable Component Mean Star_lda}rd Variance T df | P-Value
Deviation

o Source review 3.76 0.75 0.57

b : - ”

2 Readlqg text in addition to the 392 0.74 0.54

= news title

o Author review 3.76 0.83 0.68

; - " -

g o Review of the news confirming 361 0.78 061

s A sources

& S Review of the news date and time 3.78 0.76 0.58 27.62 | 366 | 0.001

B 8 Review of humor or seriousness 3.93 0.83 0.70

kS _Refe_rrmg to personal beliefs and 430 073 0.54

o judging the news

> Asking an expert 4.10 0.79 0.62

= Total score of ability to detect

'2: fake news related to COVID-19 S Dje Dt

Table 2 shows that the mean of media
literacy was 75.18 for female students and
79.03 for male students, with a significant
difference (p<0.05). The mean for the

ability to detect fake news, was 3.88 and
3.91 for females and males, respectively
(p>0.05).

Table 2. Results of the independent two-sample t-test related to comparing male and female students

in terms of research variables

. ard T- Degrees of p-
VEITELI Ge Deviation Test Freedom value
- Male | 79.03 12.70 365
Media literacy Female | 75.18 18.10 2.26 0.001
- Male 3.91 0.61
Ability to detect fake news Female | 3.88 0.62 0.45 365 0.22

Table 3 shows significant differences in

differences in their ability to detect fake

media literacy across different educational news (p>0.05).
levels (p<0.05), but no significant
Table 3. Results of the ANOVA related to comparing students in different educational groups in terms
of research variables
Statistical Education Level =~ . Mean  Standard  Degreeof = F P-
Index . Deviation Freedom value
Bachelor’s 72.23 14.56
Master’s 75.86 27.34
Media literacy | Professional doctorate 81.98 10.57 3 14.61 | 0.001
Specialized doctorate and above 61.52 15.17
Bachelor’s 3.87 0.70
Ability to Master’s 3.76 0.89 3 2.03 0.10
detect fake Professional doctorate 3.93 0.44
news Specialized doctorate and above 4.20 0.38
Scheffe’s post hoc analysis revealed group and with specialized doctorate and

significant differences in COVID-19 media
literacy scores among different academic
levels. There were significant differences
between the media literacy scores of
bachelor’s  students with professional
doctorate ones; master’s group with
specialized doctorate and above group;
professional doctorate group with bachelor’s

above group; and specialized doctorate and
above group with master’s students and
professional doctorate students. Table 4
reveals a significant correlation between the
majority of media literacy components
related to COVID-19 and the ability to detect
fake news (p<0.05).
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Table 4. Pearson correlation coefficient results between media literacy and the ability to detect fake
news related to COVID-19

[Ability to [Ability to [Ability to detect] lifestyle and beliefs
Components detect] creators | detect] creators an audience of Formatand = represented specific
P of credible of non-credible non-credible technique to non-credible
media content media content media content media

Source review 0.07 0.39 0.07 0.001 0.001

Reading text in

addition to the 0.001 0.001 0.01 0.001 0.001

news title

Author review 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001

Review of the news 0.07 0.45 0.28 0.02 0.001
conflrmmg sources

Review of the news

date and time 0.001 0.06 0.01 0.001 0.001

Review of humor 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001

Oor seriousness

Referring to

personal beliefs and 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001

judging the news

Asking an expert 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001
The examination of the correlation component “format and technique” had the
coefficient between the ability to detect highest average, which is not consistent
fake news and media literacy related to with our results. We found that the ability
COVID-19 showed that there was a to detect fake news related to COVID-19
positive and significant relationship and the average score of all components of
between these two variables (r = 0.367, p = this variable in medical sciences students
0.001). was more than the average, indicating a
Discussion desirable level of this skill. Moreover,
his study investigated the status of among the components of the ability to
COVID-19-related media literacy and the detect fake news related to COVID-19, the
ability to detect fake news among students components “referring to personal beliefs
at Ahvaz Jundishapur University of and judgment of the news” and “asking an
Medical Sciences and the relationship expert or librarian” had the highest score.
between these two variables. The results Since people’s Dbeliefs affect their
indicated sufficient media literacy (66.1 to judgments, this can affect in accepting or
84). Among the components of media rejecting content. In many cases, people
literacy related to COVID-19, “[Ability to may not be able to spend much time
detect] an audience of non-credible media checking the accuracy and credibility of the
content related to COVID-19” and news. In this case, consulting and asking
“[Ability to detect] creators of non-credible experts, such as librarians and information
media content related to COVID-19” had science experts familiar with resources,
the highest score, and, “lifestyle and beliefs websites, and databases, seems logical. A
represented specifically for non-credible study showed that students’ ability to detect
media” had the lowest score. The findings COVID-19 fake news was slightly above
of another study indicated that COVID-19 average, aligning with our study
media literacy was insufficient among the [15].Another study showed that Malaysian
participants. Moreover, the components youth could di_stinguish real from fake
“[Ability to detect] an audience of non- news, but sometimes spread fake news [9].
credible media content related to COVID- This partially contrasts with our study due
19” and “[Ability to detect] creators of non- to the different study populations.The
credible media content related to COVID- average media literacy score of female and
19” had the lowest average, and the male  students  was  significantly
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different(75.18 and 76.03, respectively).
This aligns with the results of another study
[18], which also found higher media
literacy in men. This could be due to
societal norms allowing men more freedom
to access and use various media, impacting
their media literacy skills. Our results
showed a significant difference between
students with different educational groups
in terms of media literacy (P<0.05).
Individuals with master’s and doctoral
degrees demonstrated higher media literacy
than those with lower educational levels.
This could be because people with higher
academic education tend to have more
knowledge, a more critical perspective, and
are more likely to analyze media content
critically. We found that there was no
significant difference between students
from different educational groups in terms
of their ability to detect fake news
(P>0.05). A study showed significant
educational level differences, in contrast to
ours [17]. This could be due to their focus
on public library users, while this study
involved students. Our analysis showed that
there was a significant relationship between
media literacy and the ability to detect fake
news related to COVID-19, as well as
between the majority of components of
media literacy related to COVID-19 and the
ability to detect fake news related to this
disease. In other words, the level of media
literacy related to COVID-19 among
students at Jundishapur Ahvaz affects their
ability to detect fake news related to
COVID-19. This research was restricted to
medical sciences students, specifically
those at Ahvaz Jundishapur University of
Medical Sciences. The study group is
academically situated in an environment
closely connected to health information and
compared to other segments of society, they
have greater access to reliable scientific
resources in the field of health. Therefore,
our s findings should be applied cautiously
to other population segments with varying
literacy, experience, and expertise levels.

We showed that the students of Ahvaz
Jundishapur  University of Medical
Sciences had sufficient media literacy
related to COVID-19, and their ability to
detect fake news related to COVID-19 was
above average. There was also a positive
and significant relationship between media
literacy and the ability to detect fake news
related to COVID-19. Therefore, the
students of this university, as a small part of
the country’s medical sciences community,
have sufficient media literacy and can
detect fake news. It is suggested to create a
space for students to participate in
producing and publishing news and
authentic scientific and educational content
in the field of COVID-19.
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