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This lesson is part of USE, UNDERSTAND & ENGAGE: A Digital Media Literacy Framework for 
Canadian Schools: http://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-literacy-framework.

sorting process to make sure they are getting a full and accurate picture 

of the news story’s topic.

This lesson is intended as an introduction to information sorting. The 

following lessons explore its elements in more detail:

COMPANION READING:

• Break the Fake: What’s real online? (Grades 3-5)

• Break the Fake: Verifying Information online (Grades 6-9)

• Mixed Signals: Verifying Online Information (Grades 7-9)

• Stay on the Path Lesson One: Searching for Treasure (Grades 5-6)

• Stay on the Path Lesson Two: All That Glitters is Not Gold (Grades 5-6)

• Stay on the Path Lesson Three: Treasure Maps (Grades 5-6)

• Stay on the Path Lesson Four: Scavenger Hunt (Grades 5-6)

CLOSE READING:

• Do Sharks Love Ice Cream? (Grades 7-9)

• Teaching Media: Critically Evaluating Media (Grades 1-6)

• Teaching Media: Frame as Story Teller (Grades 1-6)

• Writing the News (Grades 6-9)

LESSON PLAN

Information Sorting

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Matthew Johnson, Director of Education, 

MediaSmarts

This lesson plan is part of the Critical Thinking Across the Curriculum 

program. Funding provided by the Government of Ontario.

LEVEL: Grade 4-8 

DURATION: 75 minutes, plus time 

for students to complete the 

research activity

Overview
This is the second lesson in the 

Critical Thinking Across the 

Curriculum series, though it can 

also be delivered independently. In 

it, students are introduced to the 

idea of using information sorting 

to determine whether sources are 

worth their attention and then 

to do critical close readings of 

those that are. After learning and 

identifying the differences and 

similarities between the two steps, 

they learn the characteristics of a 

reliable source and make a list of 

companion texts that can be used 

to determine if a source has those 

characteristics. After practicing 

that process, they learn some 

examples of critical close reading 

skills and use a possibility grid 

to do a close reading of a news 

article. Finally they plan, carry 

out, and reflect on an information 

http://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/digital-literacy-framework
https://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/break-fake-what%E2%80%99s-real-online
https://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/break-fake-lesson-plan-verifying-information-online
https://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/mixed-signals-verifying-online-information
https://mediasmarts.ca/lessonplan/stay-path-lesson-one-searching-treasure
https://mediasmarts.ca/lessonplan/stay-path-lesson-two-all-glitters-not-gold
https://mediasmarts.ca/lessonplan/stay-path-lesson-three-treasure-maps
https://mediasmarts.ca/lessonplan/stay-path-lesson-four-scavenger-hunt
https://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/do-sharks-love-ice-cream
https://mediasmarts.ca/lessonplan/teaching-tv-critically-evaluating-tv-lesson
https://mediasmarts.ca/teacher-resources/teaching-media-frame-storyteller
https://mediasmarts.ca/lessonplan/writing-newspaper-article-lesson
https://mediasmarts.ca/critical-thinking-across-curriculum-portal-page
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Learning goals
Big ideas/key concepts: Students will understand that…

Digital media are networked: Because it is easy to make and share content 

online, we need to determine whether sources are reliable before we read 

them closely

Frequent misconceptions to correct: 

The best way to tell if something is reliable is to read it carefully

Essential knowledge: Students will learn that…

Finding and Verifying: Methods for identifying reliable sources and reading 

them critically

Key vocabulary: Information sorting, companion reading, companion text, 

close reading, possibility grid, biodegradable 

Performance tasks: Students will be able to…

• Access online information

• Identify when information sorting is and is not needed

• Identify examples of companion texts

• • Use information sorting to investigate a topic 

• Use companion texts to determine a source’s reliability

• Use close reading techniques to read a text critically

• • Understand the process of information sorting

• Identify similarities and differences between companion reading

• Identify characteristics of a reliable source

• Engage with the implications of which voices are and are not included 

in a work

Preparation and materials
Prepare to project the following videos:

• Information Sorting (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B5-eL5tIaH8)

• Companion Reading (https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=hjW3kDQpcS4)

• Close Reading (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ca4C9hnp_9w)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B5-eL5tIaH8
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hjW3kDQpcS4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hjW3kDQpcS4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Ca4C9hnp_9w
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Prepare to distribute the following handouts:

• Companion Reading vs Close Reading

• What’s Included?

• Prediction Grid

• “Plastic substitute can biodegrade in seawater, scientists say”

• Information Sorting Flowchart

Prepare to project or distribute the following handouts:

• Titanic Videos (print or display version)

• Titanic Search (print or display version)

Prepare to distribute the assignment sheet Information Sorting Record

Procedure

INFORMATION JOURNEYS

Start by asking students:

• Can you think of a time when you went looking for information? (For 

example, if you wanted to learn how to do something, if you wanted 

to learn more about something, or you were doing research for a 

school project.) 

• Can you think of a time when information came to you? (For example, 

if somebody told you about something that had happened, if you 

heard about a news story on TV or online, or if you saw a video online 

without looking for it.)

(With younger students, you may want to review the word “information” 

before you begin the discussion. Make sure they are considering as broad 

a definition as possible: information could be anything, from the current 

weather, to a recipe for cookies, to a news story or the history of Canada.)

Have students share a few responses, to help them understand the 

difference between the two contexts and to make sure they have some 

examples of each to consider.

Now ask: What, if anything, did you do to make sure the information was 

true? Did you do (or would you do) different things when looking for 

information compared to when information comes to you?
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INFORMATION SORTING

After students have discussed this question for a few minutes, tell them 

that in either case, you need to start with information sorting.

Ask students what they think “information sorting” is, based on the name 

and what you’ve discussed so far. After they have shared a few possible 

answers, show the video Information Sorting.

Now ask students:

What problem does information sorting address? (Having access to too 

much information, and not knowing what to pay attention to or to trust.)

What are the two steps of information sorting? (Companion reading and 

close reading.)

Now distribute the handout Companion Reading vs Close Reading, or 

draw a similar diagram on the board, and ask students to fill in the graphic 

organizer by identifying the similarities and differences between the 

two ideas. (You may choose to have students do this individually or in 

pairs, or do it as a whole-class exercise. You may also want to show the 

video a second time before they do this exercise, to give them another 

opportunity to understand the two concepts and the difference between 

them.)

When students have completed the organizer, take it up with the class. 

Use the Teacher’s Version to ensure that all students understand the two 

concepts and the similarities and differences between them.

Now ask students: 

• Why is it important to do them in order – companion reading first, and 

then close reading? (Because the purpose of information sorting is 

to reduce how much time and attention you need to spend. By doing 

companion reading first, you know whether or not it’s worth doing 

close reading of something. In other words, companion reading is 

partly about telling you which sources you can ignore.)

• Are there times when you don’t need to do companion reading and 

can go straight to close reading? (When you’re looking at something 

that isn’t trying to be accurate, like a novel or a video game, or when 

you already know that something is reliable, like a newspaper or a 

government website.)
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COMPANION READING

Tell students that you’re going to focus on companion reading first, and 

then show the video Companion Reading.

After students have watched the video, ask:

What are some examples of companion texts mentioned in the video?

• Search engines

• Online encyclopedias

• Trusted news sites

• People you trust (parents, teachers)

• Fact-checkers

Remind students that a companion text should be able to tell you three 

things about a source of information:

1. Do they know about the topic? (For example, somebody who has 

lived somewhere their whole life would know a lot about that place.)

• Do they have a process for making sure their information is 

accurate, and for correcting mistakes? (For example, scientists do 

experiments to make sure their theories are right, and they also 

correct other scientists if they can’t replicate their findings.) 

• Do they have a motivation to give you accurate information? (For 

example, someone who reports the weather wants to give you 

good information so you’ll keep watching or reading them.)

For example, a newspaper has knowledge about news events because 

they send reporters to cover stories. They have a process for fact-checking 

to make sure that the news they print is accurate and print corrections 

if they make mistakes, and most newspapers are motivated to give you 

accurate information because that’s what people buy them for. 

What other examples can students think of that could tell you those three 

things about a source? (Examples might include: print encyclopedias, 

librarians, people you know who are an expert on a topic.)

TITANIC TRUTHS

Now project or distribute the handout Titanic Videos. Tell students that 

both of these claim to be real footage of the Titanic, which famously sank 
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in 1912. How can we use companion reading to tell whether either of these 

sources are likely to be reliable? 

Let students make a few suggestions, and then tell them (if none have 

suggested it) that in many cases you can get the answer just by using a 

search engine like Google.

Depending on your available time and technology, you can either do 

a live search on a data projector or digital whiteboard, display the 

projection version of the Titanic Search handout, or distribute the print 

version.

For each video and search, ask students if there is evidence:

1. That they know about the topic? 

2. That they have a process for making sure their information is 

accurate? 

3. That they have a motivation to give you accurate information?

Demonstrate to students that when we search for the source of the first 

video, George Franco (we need to add the word “Titanic” to our search 

since “George Franco” is a common name) we see no evidence for any of 

the three questions: the only result is the YouTube channel.

• Point out that this doesn’t necessarily mean the video is fake – only 

that because we don’t know the source is reliable, we can’t count on it 

being true. 

If we want to keep investigating to see if the video is true, we’ll have 

to check a reliable source – like a fact-checker, or someone we already 

know is a reliable source on the Titanic – to see what they say about it. 

(If students are curious, you can tell them that fact-checkers have 

debunked this footage.)

When we search for “British Pathe”, we see that:

1. They were founded in 1910 (so they could have filmed footage in 1912)

2. They sent film crews around the world (so they had a process for 

getting accurate information)

3. They made newsreels and documentaries (so they have a motivation 

to be accurate.)
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If we wanted more detail, we could look at their Wikipedia page or scroll 

down the search results to see what other people say about them, but just 

this is probably enough to tell that they are a reliable source on this topic. 

Now ask: How would this be different if you were looking for information 

– if you wanted to learn more about the Titanic, for instance, instead of 

finding out whether or not a video you saw about it was true? 

(You could either go directly to sources that you know are reliable, or 

use one or more companion texts to find reliable sources. Point out 

that search engines don’t necessarily only give you reliable sources, so 

you’ll have to use companion reading to check any sources you find 

using them.)

CLOSE READING

Now remind students of the point at the end of the video: if you are 

looking for simple information (like whether a news story really happened, 

or when the bus is coming) you may only have to do enough companion 

reading to make sure that the source is reliable. But if it’s any more 

complicated you’ll want to go on to the second step, close reading.

Show the video Close Reading and ask:

Why do you only do close reading on sources you know are reliable? 

(Because it takes longer and there are more things to consider.)

What are some of the things you look for when doing close reading? 

• How the media makers use things like images, sounds, music and 

word choice

• How those make you feel

• What’s included and what’s left out

Now ask: How can you tell what’s left out of something?

Tell students that just like scientists make a hypothesis and then test it, 

you can ask yourself first who or what you think ought to be included. 

Distribute or display the handout What’s Included? and have students 

imagine that they are about to read or view a news piece about a new 

treatment for a disease. Go through the left-hand column and ask 

students why each group of people should be included in the story:
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• Doctors who treat the disease: They know about the current 

treatments and how important a new treatment would (or would not) 

be.

• Scientists who developed the treatment: They know the most about 

the new treatment (why they developed it, what the research shows, 

etc.)

• Other scientists in the same field: They would give a sense of how 

the new finding relates to the consensus on the issue. Does it build 

on what scientists already think? Does it suggest current treatments 

don’t work?

• People living with the disease: They’re the ones who would be most 

affected if the new treatment works (and is better than current 

treatments.)

Now have students turn to the other side of the page (or project the 

second page) and ask:

• How important is it that other scientists in the field weren’t included?  

(There is no single right answer, but you can mention that this 

depends in part on how settled the consensus is in the field.)

• How important is it that nobody who is living with the disease was 

included? (That’s a major flaw in the article. The story is really about 

them, but if their voices aren’t included we don’t really know what the 

new discovery means. For instance, we don’t know if people are happy 

with the current treatments or whether they’re hoping a new one will 

be developed.) 

• Why might the article have included a spokesperson for a group that 

advocates for people living with the disease? (You can point out that 

they might be easier for a reporter to reach than an individual person.)

• Why might the article have included a celebrity? (You can point out 

that rightly or wrongly, people pay more attention to things celebrities 

say.)

• Can you think of a situation where the celebrity might have been a 

relevant source? (If they or someone close to them has the disease, 

or if they’ve done advocacy or fundraising work for research on the 

disease.)
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PREDICTION GRID

Next, distribute the worksheet Prediction Grid and tell students they are 

going to read a news article with the headline “Plastic substitute can 

biodegrade in seawater, scientists say.” 

Make sure they understand the meaning of the word biodegrade 

(to be broken down by microbes) and that most plastics do not 

biodegrade.

Have students complete the first four boxes of the Prediction Grid.

Distribute the article Plastic substitute can biodegrade in seawater, 

scientists say and have students read it. 

After they’ve read the article, have them complete the last two boxes of 

the grid.

Once students have completed the grid, ask them:

Whose voices are included in the story? 

The co-author of the study was included. 

Are there any people who might reasonably have been included in the 

article who aren’t? 

Other people who might reasonably have been included could be: 

• other scientists who have studied the same thing, 

• people whose lives are impacted by ocean plastic pollution 

(fishers, people who live in places where plastic washes up on 

beaches), 

• people who work in the shoe industry (to say whether they would 

use this substance instead of the plastics they currently use) 

• marine biologists (to talk about how this would affect ocean 

plants and animals.) 

How important is it that these voices were left out?

There’s no right or wrong answer to this question, but you can point 

out that this article doesn’t really show: 

• why plastic in the ocean is a problem;
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• whether other scientists in the same field think this will work;

• whether industries that use plastic would be likely to switch to this 

new kind.

ASKING QUESTIONS

Now ask: Once you know what was included and what was left out, what 

would you need to know to be sure you were getting the whole story?

Have students start with a blank page and spend three or four minutes 

writing down as many questions as they can think of. Tell them not to 

discuss, judge, or start to answer any questions yet.

If you want, you can have students do this in pairs, with each student 

writing down the other’s spoken questions. If students are not able to 

write down their questions as quickly as they think of them, you can 

have them use an audio recorder or a text-to-speech app.

When students have finished, have them go through their lists and change 

any statements (such as “Plastics don’t break down in water”) to questions 

(such as “Why don’t plastics break down in water?” or “Which plastics 

don’t break down in water?”)

Now have students share their questions to make a master list for the 

class.

INFORMATION SORTING REVISITED

Distribute the handout Information Sorting Flowchart and go through it to 

review what you’ve covered so far.

Then distribute the assignment sheet Information Sorting Record and 

have students choose between one and three questions from the class list. 

(You can assign them to choose one, two or three items, depending on 

their grade level and your assessment of the class’s research ability.) These 

should be the questions they think will be most useful in helping them get 

the whole story on the topic of the article.

(You may wish to provide them with resources for doing this or have 

them use the MediaSmarts school safe custom search engine. If you 

allow students to do an open search, distribute and go through the 

MediaSmarts handout How to Search the Internet Effectively.)

http://www.tiny.cc/school-search
https://mediasmarts.ca/sites/default/files/pdfs/tipsheet/TipSheet_How_Search_Internet_Effectively.pdf
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REFLECTION

Once students have submitted their completed Information Sorting 

Record, have them reflect on one or more of the following questions 

(either in class discussion or in writing, as an exit ticket):

• What did they find challenging about companion reading? What did 

they find easy?

• What did they find challenging about close reading? What did they 

find easy?

• How do you think you might use information sorting in school?

• How do you think you might use information sorting outside of 

school?



Companion Reading vs Close Reading 

STUDENT HANDOUT 

INFORMATION SORTING
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Why is it called “companion reading?”

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

Why is it called “close reading?”

___________________________________________________

___________________________________________________
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Why is it called “companion reading?”

Because other sources help you see if something is reliable 

Why is it called “close reading?”

Because you look closely at a text to think critically about it

INFORMATION SORTING

Comes first

Looks at whether a source of 
information is basically reliable 
or not

Focuses on what other people 
say about the source

Uses companion texts 
like search engines and              
encyclopedias

Sorts out which sources are 
relevant and worth paying    
attention to

Quick and easy

Help you find 
reliable sources

Help you think 
critically

Only done if you know the 
source is reliable

Looks at the source itself

Looks  at things like what’s  
included or left out or what’s 
emphasized
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What’s included?

STORY TOPIC: New treatment for a disease

WHO SHOULD BE INCLUDED? WERE THEY INCLUDED?

Doctors who treat the disease

Scientists who developed the treatment

Other scientists in the same field

People living with the disease

Were there any relevant sources you didn’t predict? If so, who were they?

Were any irrelevant sources included? If so, who were they?
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What’s included? - Teacher Answer Key

STORY TOPIC: New treatment for a disease

WHO SHOULD BE INCLUDED? WERE THEY INCLUDED?

Doctors who treat the disease Yes

Scientists who developed the treatment Yes

Other scientists in the same field No

People living with the disease No

Were there any relevant sources you didn’t predict? 

Yes

If so, who were they?

Spokesperson for a group that advocates for people 

living with the disease

Were any irrelevant sources included? 

Yes

If so, who were they?

Celebrity

INFORMATION SORTING
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STUDENT WORKSHEET 
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Prediction Grid

Story headline: “Plastic substitute can biodegrade in seawater, scientists say”

WHO SHOULD BE INCLUDED? WERE THEY INCLUDED?

Were there any relevant sources you didn’t predict? If so, who were they?

Were any irrelevant sources included? If so, who were they?
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Plastic substitute can biodegrade in seawater, scientists say

On Thursday, September 22, scientists at the University of California San Diego reported 
in the journal Science of the Total Environment that a type of plastic can break down 
when immersed in seawater. This plastic is already used in foams and shoes.

The research team performed their experiments 

at the Ellen Browning Scripps Memorial Pier and 

Experimental Aquarium. They wrote that several types 

of bacteria and fungi stick to the plastic and eat it. 

The microbes had already made progress when the 

scientists checked the samples after four weeks in the 

water.

“Improper disposal of plastic in the ocean breaks 

down into microplastics and has become an enormous 

environmental problem,” said study co-author Stephen 

Mayfield, director of the California Center for Algae 

Biotechnology. “We’ve shown that it’s absolutely 

possible to make plastic products that also can 

degrade in the ocean.”

Humans deposit roughly 8 billion kg of plastic in the 

ocean each year, where it can be mistaken for food 

by marine organisms. Natural forces break the plastic 

into the small pieces that we call microplastic. Larger 

chunks form near-islands, such as the Great Pacific 

Garbage Patch. 

This type of plastic can be used to make flip-flops and 

parts of other shoes, which make up a large portion of 

the world’s plastic waste. 

(From Wikinews)
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STUDENT HANDOUT 
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Titanic Videos (Print Version)



OVERHEAD

INFORMATION SORTING

Titanic Search (Display Version)
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Titanic Search (Print Version)
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STUDENT HANDOUT 
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Titanic Search (Print Version)

1. Does the source know about the topic?

2. Do they have a process for making sure information is accurate and correcting mistakes?

3. Do they have a motivation to give you accurate information? 

PAGE 1 OF 2
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1. Does the source know about the topic?

2. Do they have a process for making sure information is accurate and correcting mistakes?

3. Do they have a motivation to give you accurate information?  

PAGE 2 OF 2
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STUDENT HANDOUT 

INFORMATION SORTING

Titanic Search (Display Version)
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Information Sorting Record

Question:

Answer:

Where did you find the answer?

How did you find out the source was reliable?

How does this answer help you get the whole story?

ASSIGNMENT SHEET 

INFORMATION SORTING
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STUDENT HANDOUT 

INFORMATION SORTING

INFORMATION SORTING FLOWCHART

        Start here

Is it important 
that the source be 

reliable?

Do you already 
know the source is 

reliable?

YES
COMPANION 

READING

NO

CLOSE READING

What’s included? 
What’s left out?

How does  the 
work make you 

feel?

How do the media 
makers use rules of 

notice?

Is 
the source 

motivated to 
give you accurate        

information?

Find another 
source

Does the 
source have 
a process for 

getting accurate        
information?

Does the source 
know about the  

topic?

NO

YES

YES

NO

NO

YES

YES
NO




