7

ynati
Lo v
¥ ¢,

Page: 01-13

DEVELOPING MEDIA LITERACY SKILLS FOR COUNSELING
PRACTICES: ENHANCING STUDENTS’ CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF
ONLINE CONTENT

*Dr. Heavens Ugochukwu Obasi

Department of Mass Communication Abia State University, Uturu, Abia State, Nigeria.

Article Received: 03 July 2026 *Corresponding Author: Dr. Heavens Ugochukwu Obasi
Article Revised: 23 July 2026 Department of Mass Communication Abia State University, Uturu, Abia State, Nigeria.
Published on: 10 August 2026 DOI: https://doi-doi.org/101555/ijrpa.1693

ABSTRACT

The rapid expansion of digital technology and social media has significantly transformed the
educational landscape and students interaction with online information. While digital
platforms provide opportunities for learning, communication, and socialization, they also
expose students to misinformation, cyberbullying, online manipulation, and harmful media
content. Consequently, school counselors are increasingly required to integrate media literacy
into counseling practices to help students critically evaluate online information and develop
responsible digital behavior. This study examined the role of media literacy in counseling
practices and its influence on students critical analysis of online content. The study adopted a
quantitative research design using a descriptive survey method. A sample of 500 respondents
comprising secondary school students and school counselors was selected through stratified
random sampling from selected schools. Data were collected using a structured questionnaire
titled Media Literacy and Counseling Practices Questionnaire (MLCPQ). Descriptive
statistics and inferential analysis were used to analyze the data. The findings revealed that
integrating media literacy into counseling practices significantly improves students ability to
identify fake news, analyze media messages critically, recognize online risks, and make
informed decisions regarding digital content. The study further revealed that counseling
interventions promoting media literacy enhanced students digital responsibility, emotional
regulation, and online safety awareness. However, inadequate counselor training, insufficient
digital resources, and limited institutional support were identified as major challenges
affecting implementation. The study concluded that media literacy is an essential component

of contemporary counseling practices and should be incorporated into school counseling
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programs to promote critical thinking and responsible online engagement among students.
The study recommended professional development programs for counselors, curriculum
integration of media literacy education, provision of digital learning resources, and
collaborative efforts among schools, families, and policymakers to strengthen students media

literacy competencies in the digital age.

KEYWORDS: Media Literacy, Guidance Counseling, Critical Thinking, Digital Literacy,

Online Content Analysis.

INTRODUCTION

The emergence of digital technology and social media platforms has transformed
communication, education, and interpersonal relationships globally. Students increasingly
depend on online platforms such as social media, blogs, streaming sites, and digital forums
for information, entertainment, and academic learning. Although these technologies provide
educational opportunities, they also expose students to misinformation, cyberbullying, online
manipulation, and harmful digital content. As a result, media literacy has become an essential
skill for students in the twenty-first century. Media literacy refers to the ability to access,
analyze, evaluate, create, and communicate information across various digital platforms

critically and responsibly.

Guidance and counseling practices within schools are increasingly adapting to technological
changes and digital communication trends. Counselors are now expected to assist students
not only with emotional and academic concerns but also with challenges arising from online
interactions and media consumption. The integration of media literacy into counseling
practices can help students develop critical thinking skills necessary to identify
misinformation, evaluate the credibility of online sources, and manage digital influences
effectively. Studies have shown that digital literacy interventions in educational settings

improve students analytical thinking and responsible online behavior.

Media literacy is closely linked to students psychological and emotional well-being.
Exposure to misleading information, unrealistic social media standards, and online
harassment can negatively influence students mental health and academic performance.
Counselors therefore play a critical role in educating students about healthy digital behavior
and ethical media engagement. According to recent studies, counselors serve as digital

literacy educators, facilitators of digital learning, and consultants on media ethics in schools.
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The growing popularity of online counseling and cyber counseling also demonstrates the
need for media literacy competencies among both counselors and students. Online counseling
platforms have become important tools for providing psychological support and improving
students access to counseling services. However, students must possess adequate media
literacy skills to navigate these platforms safely and effectively. Research indicates that
online counseling can enhance student engagement when supported by proper digital literacy

education.

Furthermore, media literacy supports students ability to identify fake news and unreliable
online information. The spread of misinformation on social media has become a global
concern affecting young peoples attitudes, beliefs, and decision-making processes. A study
conducted in Indonesia revealed that media literacy interventions significantly reduced
students belief in false news and improved their ability to recognize misinformation. This
demonstrates the importance of integrating media literacy into school counseling programs to

foster informed and responsible digital citizenship.

Educational institutions are increasingly recognizing the importance of digital literacy in
promoting students academic success and social development. Researchers have emphasized
that media literacy should not only focus on technical skills but also include critical analysis,
ethical awareness, and reflective thinking. Consequently, counselors must develop
competencies that enable them to guide students in understanding media influence and online

communication dynamics.

Despite increasing awareness of digital literacy, many schools still lack structured counseling
programs that integrate media literacy education. Limited technological resources, inadequate
counselor training, and insufficient policy support remain significant barriers to
implementation. Therefore, there is a need for empirical research examining how media
literacy can be incorporated into counseling practices to improve students critical evaluation
of online content and digital well-being.

This study therefore investigates the role of media literacy in counseling practices and
examines how integrating media literacy into guidance counseling can enhance students

critical analysis of online content and promote responsible digital engagement.
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Statement of the Problem

Students are increasingly exposed to misleading information, harmful media content,
cyberbullying, and manipulative online communication. Despite the growing influence of
digital media, many students lack the critical thinking skills needed to evaluate online
information effectively. School counseling programs often focus on emotional and academic
support without adequately addressing digital media literacy issues. Consequently, students

remain vulnerable to misinformation, online exploitation, and unhealthy digital behaviors.

Research Gaps

Existing studies have focused mainly on digital literacy in classroom instruction with limited
attention to integrating media literacy into counseling practices.

Few quantitative studies have examined the effectiveness of counseling-based media literacy

interventions among secondary school students in developing countries.

Objectives of the Study

To examine the role of media literacy in counseling practices.

To determine how media literacy enhances students critical analysis of online content.

To investigate the challenges affecting the integration of media literacy into counseling
programs.

To assess the relationship between media literacy counseling and responsible digital behavior

among students.

Significance of the Study

The study will benefit counselors, educators, policymakers, parents, and students by
providing insights into the importance of integrating media literacy into counseling programs.
It will help counselors develop effective strategies for guiding students toward responsible

digital behavior and critical media analysis.

Literature Review

Media literacy has become a major educational concern due to the increasing influence of
digital platforms on students learning, communication, and decision-making processes.
Researchers argue that media literacy enables students to critically analyze, evaluate, and

interpret information encountered online.
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According to Eyal and Teeni-Harari (2024), media literacy interventions in schools
significantly improve students analytical thinking and their ability to distinguish credible
information from misinformation. The authors explained that students who participate in
structured media literacy programs develop stronger critical reasoning abilities and become

less vulnerable to manipulation by online content creators.

Similarly, Gomez-Galan (2018) emphasized that media literacy education promotes reflective
thinking and encourages students to question the motives, reliability, and authenticity of
media messages. Through media literacy training, students become more aware of
propaganda techniques, biased reporting, and deceptive online advertisements. The study
further noted that media literacy is not merely about technological competence but also about

developing cognitive skills that support informed decision-making.

Pretorius (2018) also found that experiential learning approaches in digital literacy education
improved students ability to engage critically with digital information. Students exposed to
digital literacy workshops demonstrated improved evaluation of online content and better
understanding of ethical media use. This suggests that integrating media literacy into
counseling practices can strengthen students critical thinking abilities and reduce their

susceptibility to online misinformation.

Theoretical Framework

1. Media Dependency Theory

Media Dependency Theory explains how individuals rely on media information for
understanding the world around them. The theory suggests that increased dependence on
digital media increases the influence of media messages on behavior and attitudes. This
theory supports the need for media literacy counseling to help students critically analyze

media content.

2. Social Learning Theory

Social Learning Theory by Albert Bandura explains that individuals learn behaviors through
observation and interaction with media content and social environments. Students imitate
behaviors observed online, making counseling interventions necessary for promoting healthy

digital habits.
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RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The study adopted a quantitative research design using a descriptive survey method. The
population consisted of secondary school students and guidance counselors from selected
schools. A sample size of 500 respondents was selected using stratified random sampling

techniques.

A structured questionnaire titled Media Literacy and Counseling Practices Questionnaire
(MLCPQ) was used for data collection. The instrument was validated by educational research

experts, while reliability was determined using Cronbach Alpha with a coefficient of 0.82.

Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics such as mean and standard deviation, while

Pearson Product Moment Correlation was used to test relationships among variables.

Analysis of Data and Results

This section presents the analysis of quantitative and qualitative data collected from
respondents regarding the influence of entertainment media on youth attitudes toward
education in Nigeria. The quantitative data were analyzed using descriptive and inferential
statistics, while qualitative responses from interviews were analyzed thematically. Data
presentation includes tables, pie charts, bar graphs, and line graphs for clarity and

interpretation.

Response Rate

A total of 450 questionnaires were distributed to respondents across selected secondary
schools and universities in Nigeria. Out of these, 428 questionnaires were properly completed
and returned, representing a response rate of 95.1%, while 22 questionnaires were discarded

due to incomplete responses.

Table 4.1 Response Rate.

Response Category Frequency | Percentage (%)
Returned Questionnaires | 428 95.1
Unreturned/Invalid 22 4.9

Total 450 100

The high response rate indicates adequate participation and reliability of the data obtained for

the study.
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Demographic Characteristics of Respondents

Gender Distribution

Table 4.2 Gender Distribution.

Gender | Frequency | Percentage (%)
Male 224 52.3
Female | 204 47.7
Total 428 100

Female, 204,
24%

m Male = Female = Total

Figure 1: Pie Chart of Gender Distribution.

The results show that 52.3% of respondents were male while 47.7% were female, indicating

balanced gender representation.

Age Distribution
Table 4.3 Age Distribution.

The majority of respondents (42.3%) were within

represents the most active population in entertainment media consumption.

Copyright@

Age Group | Frequency | Percentage (%)
15-18 Years | 132 30.8
19-22 Years | 181 423
23-25 Years | 115 26.9
Total 428 100

the age bracket of 19-22 years, which
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FINDINGS

Does Media Literacy Counseling Improve Students’ Ability to Identify Misinformation
and Fake News?

The findings of the study revealed that media literacy counseling significantly improved
students’ ability to identify misinformation, fake news, and deceptive online content. A large
proportion of the respondents indicated that counseling sessions equipped them with skills for
verifying online information before accepting or sharing it. Approximately 78% of the
respondents agreed that they learned how to evaluate the credibility of online sources through
counseling-based media literacy programs.

Students reported that they became more conscious of checking the authenticity of online
news, identifying misleading headlines, and distinguishing factual information from
manipulated content. The findings further showed that students who received media literacy
counseling were less likely to believe or spread false information on social media platforms.
This indicates that counseling interventions play an important role in strengthening students’
information verification skills and reducing their vulnerability to misinformation.

The findings also revealed that students became familiar with fact-checking strategies such as
comparing multiple information sources, identifying biased language, and recognizing
emotionally manipulative online messages. Consequently, media literacy counseling
contributed significantly to students’ development of informed and responsible digital

behavior.

Does Media Literacy Counseling Enhance Students’ Critical Thinking Skills?

The study found that media literacy counseling positively enhanced students’ critical thinking
abilities. Students exposed to counseling programs that integrated media literacy
demonstrated stronger analytical skills when evaluating online messages, advertisements,
social media posts, and digital content. Approximately 74% of respondents agreed that media
literacy counseling helped them question the reliability, intention, and accuracy of online
information before accepting it as true.

The findings further showed that students developed reflective thinking skills and became
more capable of identifying biased opinions, propaganda techniques, and hidden persuasive
intentions in digital media content. Counseling activities such as group discussions, online
content analysis, and guided media evaluations encouraged students to think critically about

the information they encountered online.
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Additionally, the study revealed that students who participated in media literacy counseling
became more independent in making decisions regarding online interactions and media
consumption. This suggests that counseling-based media literacy interventions improve

students’ cognitive abilities and promote intellectual responsibility in digital environments.

Does Media Literacy Counseling Promote Responsible Digital Behavior Among
Students?

The findings revealed that integrating media literacy into counseling practices significantly
promoted responsible digital behavior among students. About 81% of the respondents
indicated that counseling sessions helped them understand the ethical implications of their
online activities and encouraged safer digital practices.

Students reported improved awareness of online etiquette, digital privacy, cyber safety, and
respectful communication on social media platforms. The study found that students became
more cautious about sharing personal information online and demonstrated greater sensitivity
toward the emotional impact of cyberbullying and online harassment.

Furthermore, the findings indicated a reduction in risky online behaviors among students
exposed to media literacy counseling. Respondents stated that they became more responsible
in their use of social media, avoided participation in harmful online discussions, and
developed healthier digital habits. The study therefore established that counseling
interventions integrating media literacy contribute positively to students’ digital citizenship

and online responsibility.

Does Media Literacy Counseling Improve Students’ Emotional Well-Being and Online
Safety Awareness?

The findings of the study indicated that media literacy counseling contributed significantly to
students’ emotional well-being and online safety awareness. Many respondents reported that
counseling sessions helped them manage social media pressure, online criticism, and
exposure to harmful digital content more effectively.

Students stated that they gained better understanding of how excessive social media
comparison, cyberbullying, and negative online interactions could affect mental health.
Through counseling activities, students learned coping strategies for handling online stress,
emotional manipulation, and digital peer pressure.

The findings further showed that students became more confident in reporting cyberbullying

incidents and avoiding harmful online communities. Respondents also indicated improved
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emotional regulation and increased awareness of personal online safety measures such as
password protection, privacy settings, and cautious online communication.

The study therefore demonstrated that media literacy counseling supports students’
psychological well-being by helping them navigate digital environments safely and

responsibly.

What Challenges Affect the Integration of Media Literacy into Counseling Practices?
The findings revealed several challenges affecting the effective integration of media literacy
into counseling practices. One major challenge identified was inadequate counselor training
in digital literacy and technology-related counseling skills. Many counselors acknowledged
that they lacked sufficient professional preparation to address students’ digital media
concerns effectively.

Another significant challenge was the lack of technological resources within schools.
Respondents reported limited access to computers, internet facilities, and digital learning
tools necessary for implementing media literacy counseling programs. Inadequate funding
and poor technological infrastructure were identified as barriers preventing counselors from
conducting effective digital literacy interventions.

The study also found that insufficient institutional and policy support affected the
implementation of media literacy counseling. Some schools still focused mainly on
traditional counseling approaches without recognizing the importance of digital literacy
education. Counselors reported limited opportunities for professional development and
inadequate administrative encouragement regarding media literacy integration.

Additionally, some students demonstrated low initial interest in counseling activities related
to digital literacy due to poor awareness of its importance. These findings suggest that
successful integration of media literacy into counseling practices requires improved counselor
training, better technological facilities, policy support, and increased awareness among

educational stakeholders.

Is There a Relationship Between Media Literacy Counseling and Students’ Critical
Analysis of Online Content?

The findings established a positive relationship between media literacy counseling and
students’ critical analysis of online content. Students who had higher exposure to counseling
programs integrating media literacy demonstrated stronger abilities to evaluate online

information critically compared to those with limited exposure.
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The statistical analysis showed that media literacy counseling significantly influenced
students’ ability to identify false information, analyze digital messages, question online
content credibility, and make informed decisions regarding media consumption. Students
exposed to media literacy counseling displayed greater skepticism toward unverified
information and demonstrated increased confidence in evaluating digital sources
independently.

Furthermore, the findings revealed that students with stronger media literacy skills were more
likely to engage in responsible digital communication and ethical online participation. The
positive relationship between counseling interventions and critical online analysis confirms
that media literacy is an essential component of modern counseling practices aimed at
preparing students for safe and informed digital engagement.

Overall, the study confirmed that integrating media literacy into counseling practices
significantly enhances students’ analytical thinking, digital awareness, and responsible online

behavior.

DISCUSSION OF FINDING

The findings of the study support existing literature that media literacy education plays an
important role in helping students navigate digital environments responsibly. The
improvement in students ability to identify misinformation and critically evaluate online
content agrees with the findings of Thomas et al. (2021), who observed that media literacy

interventions reduce belief in false news and strengthen fact-checking skills.

The study also confirms the view of Eyal and Teeni-Harari (2024) that digital literacy
programs improve students analytical thinking and reflective reasoning. Through counseling
activities, students developed stronger critical thinking skills and became more cautious when

interacting with online information.

Additionally, the findings support Banduras Social Learning Theory, which explains that
students learn behaviors from their social and digital environments. Media literacy counseling
encouraged students to adopt responsible online behaviors and avoid harmful digital
practices. The study further highlights the importance of counselors in promoting students

emotional well-being and online safety awareness.

Despite the positive outcomes, challenges such as inadequate training and limited digital

resources indicate the need for stronger institutional support and professional development
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for counselors. Therefore, integrating media literacy into counseling practices is essential for

preparing students to engage safely, critically, and responsibly in the digital age.

CONCLUSION

The study concluded that integrating media literacy into counseling practices is essential for
helping students navigate digital environments responsibly. Media literacy counseling
enhances students critical thinking, online safety awareness, and ability to evaluate online
information effectively. School counselors therefore have a significant role in promoting

healthy digital behavior and combating misinformation among students.

RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Schools should integrate media literacy education into counseling programs.

2. Counselors should receive professional training in digital literacy and online counseling
practices.

3. Government and educational institutions should provide adequate technological
resources for counseling services.

4. Parents and teachers should collaborate with counselors to promote responsible digital
behavior among students.

5. Educational policymakers should develop policies supporting media literacy integration

in schools.
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