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Abstract 

When it comes to fake news, no medium circulates and reaches more youth than social media. Social media 

can provide an opportunity for students to create and post with an authentic audience; however, social media 

can also perpetuate the danger of fake news. Youth across the globe emotionally engage with content several 

hours a day and can become vulnerable to the clickbait style of news. Therefore, although research has studied 

how critical literacy instruction supports informed reading, literacy instruction must also address students’ 

emotional regulation needs. This research-to-practice article describes the dangers of fake news on youth 

interactions and provides practical emotional regulation tips for teachers. Emotional regulation strategies in 

this paper specifically concentrate on implementing affect labeling and mindful breathing in classrooms in 

order to support informed literacy.  
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Introduction 

Tweeting, posting, and sharing are new contexts to consider with the birth and dramatic rise of social media 

(Allcott & Gentzkow, 2017). Researchers have recognized that out of all the digital platforms available for 

youth, social media is the most dominant news source (Kahne & Bowyer, 2017; Cherner & Curry, 2019) and 

the most complex digital platform (Boczkowski et al., 2018; Wittebols, 2020). The nature and culture of social 

media enables a mass regurgitation of information (Farmer, 2019; Sommariva et al., 2018; Wittebols, 2020). 

On social media, 50% of all sharing can happen in less than three hours after content is originally published, 

and 90% of total sharing can happen in less than 16 hours (Bright, 2016). Here, sharing refers to the 

recirculation of a post such as a comment, video, link, or picture from one person’s social media profile to 

another’s. Although each social media platform is designed with its own features, users engage with social 

media differently depending on the target audience of that platform, not necessarily on the social media’s 

design and technology (Boczkowski et al., 2018). Adolescents knowingly make public and private decisions 

about what to share in the context of their emotions (Vermeulen et al., 2018). However, even if users turn to 

social media for momentary entertainment, users may unintentionally start reading political content posted 

there by others (Villi et al., 2022).  
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Unfortunately, not everything readers engage with is true, and fake news dangers both democracy and 

journalism as it impacts the reality of an informed citizen (Kahne & Bowyer, 2017; Johnson et al., 2021). Fake 

news, or intentionally misrepresentative or misinformed news, is especially problematic for youth as they 

grow up and tune into a digital world lacking accountability (Sommariva et al., 2018). Today, an influential 

teen can post an ill-informed opinion and, within a few hours, that post can receive thousands of interactions 

(Farmer, 2019). Research has also indicated that youth struggle to identify reliable sources and that youth’s 

self-created metrics for reliability can be problematic (Plaisime et al., 2020). Youths prefer to relate to stories, 

and since they are more likely to turn to digital platforms for difficult topics, they can be vulnerable to the 

narrative yet misinformed content posted online (Plaisime et al., 2020). Additionally, researchers consider 

fake news “a viral success” since social media platforms encourage users to create and post with emotions 

rather than with logic (Martel et al., 2020, p. 16). This heightened emotionality can place teenagers in a 

vulnerable position since they are developmentally managing drastic changes on the inside and outside 

(Guyer et al., 2016). Yet despite the impact that social media can have on youth, and despite youth’s proclivity 

to use social media all hours of the day, social media literacy remains largely outside of the classroom 

curriculum (Rutledge et al., 2019).   

Additionally, research has indicated that emotions impact how individuals consume misinformation. 

Although media literacy education has helped individuals discern between real and false information, people 

are less likely to analyze an emotive-based argument that aligns with the participant’s political preference 

(Kahne & Bowyer, 2017). Furthermore, researchers have found that the interests, emotions, and popularity 

behind news stories or topics can impact fake news circulation (Sommariva et al., 2018). Now there is a social 

news disconnection between what people will share and what people will read (Bright, 2016). Unfortunately, 

the nature of sharing posts on social media becomes more complicated when emotions are involved. 

Specifically, feelings such as distress, hostility, nervousness, jitters, excitement, or being upset can lead to a 

belief in fake news (Martel et al., 2020). Meanwhile, emotions such as determination, interest, and 

attentiveness can lead to analytical thinking (Martel et al., 2020). Researchers have also found that teenagers 

are more susceptible to believing fake news on their topic of interest (Papapicco et al., 2022). In turn, 

heightened emotional arousal can debilitate cognitive tasks necessary for reading (Mason et al., 2018). This 

happens due to the heightened emotional thoughts that distracted the participants’ cognitive performances on 

multi-text comprehension (Mason et al., 2018).  

To target emotional stabilization, or the ability to regulate emotions, teachers need to implement emotion 

behavior regulations connected to reading. Researchers have found how specific emotions and emotional 

dysregulation affect literacy comprehension (Liew et al., 2020; Mason et al., 2018; Mason et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, students are able to perform complex cognitive functions in the digital world when they have a 

greater psychophysiological state that is calm and concentrated (Mason et al., 2018). This connects to the 

concept of analytical thinking or the ability to critically evaluate, break apart, and analyze information. When 

participants are emotion regulated, they can notice different perspectives on a controversial topic (Mason et 

al., 2018). Furthermore, emotional self-regulation has helped students overcome frustration and obstacles by 

encouraging students to stay persistent and focused (Liew et al., 2020). In turn, emotional self-regulation also 

helped students achieve reading outcomes (Liew et al., 2020). 

Critical literacy teachers talk often about how students are thinking, but how often are we asking students how 

they are feeling? Emotions can heighten, exacerbate, or manipulate fake news literacy online (Sommariva et 

al., 2018), and students must be cognizant of how their emotional states affect their reading and sourcing 

online (Mason et al., 2018). The more that students are emotionally aware of their affective state, the more 

that they will be able to regulate themselves (Penza-Clyve & Zeman, 2002). Furthermore, students need to 

correctly identify their affective state in order to effectively cope with their emotions (Ciarrochi et al., 2008).  
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Since fake news thrives when individuals rely on their emotions (Martel et al., 2020), emotional regulation 

strategies are needed to support reading comprehension. Once students can better identify and neutralize 

their emotions, the better they will be at critically interacting with fake news online. Students need to be 

supported emotionally so that they can read curiously in an emotionally charged fake-news digital world. 

Without the regulation strategies to support them, students’ emotions will suppress any cultivating literacy 

skills. As a result, the purpose of this paper is to provide instruction on how to help middle-school classroom 

teachers support students with emotional behavior needs by identifying emotions through affect labeling and 

mindful breathing.  

Emotional Regulation Strategies 

To support emotional regulation in the classroom, this article will discuss primarily two emotional regulation 

strategies: affect labeling and mindful breathing. Being able to name emotions, otherwise known as “affect 

labeling,” can be a helpful strategy in emotion regulation (Torre & Lieberman, 2018; Herwig et al., 2010). 

Meanwhile, mindful breathing is an emotion regulation strategy that has been connected to emotional well-

being (Keng et al., 2011). Rooted in ancient Eastern traditions and religions like Buddhism, mindful breathing 

encourages individuals to meditatively and introspectively be aware (Keng et al., 2011). It is through this self-

awareness that people are able to connect with themselves through a newly perceived place and ultimately 

control regulation (Shapiro et al., 2006).  

Affect Labeling 

Affect labeling can reduce heightened feelings of either negative or positive affect (Torre & Lieberman, 2018), and 

it can be accompanied with the help of graphics or visuals (Guo et al., 2020). Specifically, emoji depictions can 

help students recognize emotions since emojis can represent emotions that otherwise may be ambiguous (Fischer 

& Herbert, 2021). To do this in the classroom, use picture charts that feature emojis or graphics demonstrating 

emotions (see Figure 1). As you discuss the emoji feelings, make sure that students understand which one you are 

talking about. Visual representations and explanations help student understanding more so than solely verbal 

ones (Bobek & Tversky, 2016). Therefore, place the emoji emotions anywhere that may be convenient for 

students; it can be a poster on the wall, a bookmark students keep, or a slide within a PowerPoint presentation. 

Ironically, emojis are especially an appropriate literacy tool in this context since they are often used on social 

media (Li & Yang, 2018), the very platform that predominantly spreads fake news (Sommariva et al., 2018).  

Figure 1. Emoji Emotion Recognition 
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As the emojis are presented to students, ask questions that foster conversation and conceptual understanding 

of the emotions (see Table 1). It is important to analyze specific types of negative and positive emotions rather 

than broad categories to clarify the connection between emotions and achievement (Valiente et al., 2012). In 

these activities, try not to use language that places judgment on emotion or labels it good or bad (Lambie et 

al., 2020). People often perceive negative emotions as more problematic (Valiente et al., 2012), so steer 

students toward defining and differentiating all emotions. Emotions of arousal, like excitement, can influence 

reading too (Martel et al., 2020).  

Table 1. Emotional Identification Questions to Ask Students 

Emoji Emotions Questions to Ask Students 

Interested How is feeling interested different from feeling curious?  

Determined What may it look like when someone is determined?  

Attentive How does feeling attentive compare to feeling alert? 

Jittery and Nervous How are jittery and nervous similar? How are they different?  

Hostile How does feeling hostile compare to feeling angry?  

Upset What are signs that someone may be upset over something?  

Distressed When might someone feel distressed about something?   

Excited When would someone feel excited about something and why?  

Although many students might be able to clearly articulate the expression or definition of an emotion, other 

students may struggle to specify them (Nook, 2021). Researchers have found that students who are able to 

distinguish between negative emotions are more likely to experience negative emotions on a subdued level 

(Lennarz et al., 2016). See Figure 2 to find a simple Venn diagram that can be supportive in planning a lesson 

(Otto & Everett, 2013). A Venn diagram is a graphic organizer that allows students to easily compare and 

contrast two things. In this case, the two things would be feelings. As students practice recognition of different 

feelings, the more familiar they will become in identifying what emotion they feel in what circumstance.  

To use the Venn diagram for your classroom, pass out worksheet copies to the entire class, and complete the 

activity as a whole group or in partners. Depending on how students perform, you can continuously develop 

this activity with other emotions by gradually adding more emotions to the Venn diagram. In turn, you will 

build your classes’ emotional vocabulary, and the more emotions that students are able to differentiate, the 

better (Nook, 2021). Additionally, the Venn diagram provides an opportunity to see student progress and can 

be used as a formative assessment. Notice if there are certain emotions that seem similar to a particular 

student. These will be emotions that you need to review either with that student or with the whole group in 

following days. As students grow in awareness of their emotions, they can start to identify what they’re feeling. 

This skill will then help students whenever they read content that creates a strong emotion. 
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Figure 2. Emotions Venn Diagram  

After reviewing different emotions and providing a visual representation, increase affect labeling by asking 

students how they are feeling on a given day. Research shows that interviewing children about their emotions 

will not likely increase their stress reactivity but rather help students develop their stress regulation (Klemfuss 

& Musser, 2020). For example, the simple question “How do you feel today?” can provide students the 

opportunity to reflect on their emotions and monitor them (Leon-Pineda, 2022). To do this in the classroom, 

allow students to function through their morning routines as typical. Then, at the beginning of class, ask 

them, “How do you feel today?” The point of “How do you feel today?” is to build students’ self-awareness to 

check in with how they are and how they are feeling (Leon-Pineda, 2022).  

If students struggle feeling comfortable, one way to help them open up is to disclose personal feelings in an 

appropriate manner. Research shows that when teachers are vulnerable in relevant topics, students may 

become motivated to participate and ask questions (Cayanus et al., 2009). Additionally, students view their 

teachers’ self-disclosures as evidence of a safe and open learning environment (Cayanus et al., 2009). 

Therefore, tell students how your day is going and what made you feel that emotion. Not only does this 

provide a model example for students, but this also will help students feel comfortable sharing.  

As students open up, be sure to validate their feelings without creating judgment of them. If a student feels 

judged or ashamed of an emotion, it will be harder for that student to accept and identify that emotion 

(Lambie et al., 2020). See Table 2 for examples of how to support students as they share their feelings. The 

more students feel that their emotions are acceptable and noticeable, the more that they may begin to calm 

down, vocalize their emotions, and be more accepting of negative emotions (Lambie et al., 2020).  

Sentences to speak after students share about their emotions: 

• Thank you so much for sharing.  

• I’m so glad to hear that you are doing well.  

• I’m so sorry to hear that today has been a difficult day.   

• You’re doing a great job.  

• That’s very interesting.  

• That doesn’t sound fair. I’m sorry.  
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Although using emotional language discussions or talking about feelings may not seem like an instructional 

activity, a teacher can regulate these conversations’ effectiveness by noticing student responses (Torre & 

Lierberman, 2018). Specifically, notice whether students open up about a particular story, if their voice 

register lowers, or if their body language relaxes. Emotional regulation occurs when you can identify the 

change in intensity, quality, or duration of an emotion (Torre & Lierberman, 2018). If it is manageable, 

document students’ progress daily to see how they are evolving in their regulation and invite students to 

document their emotions (see Figure 3). Self-monitoring can be an effective strategy in the classroom as 

students and teachers see how an individual is progressing and if there are any patterns to notice (Menzies et 

al., 2009). For example, if you notice that a student arrives to class several days in a row feeling angry, and the 

context of the emotion is the same, you have identified a circumstance that might be worth exploring. As 

students start to monitor themselves, build it as a routine. Have students come to class, turn to their 

monitoring sheet, reflect for a few minutes, and then potentially share. The more that this becomes a regular 

exercise for them, the more that the routine will benefit them (Arlinghaus & Johnston, 2019).  

Figure 3. Student Monitoring  

As literary teachers, we can also incorporate emotional monitoring documents into class time by monitoring 

emotions when reading emotional texts. Emotions that are evoked during reading are likely to have an 

immediate influence on individuals’ reading processes (Mar et al., 2011). Therefore, another recommended 

strategy for emotional monitoring is to have students recognize their emotions before, during, and after 

reading that text (Mar et al., 2011). To do this, have students monitor their emotion before they begin reading 

a text like The Outsiders by S. E. Hinton. Then, during the reading of that text, occasionally pause the 

student’s reading. Perhaps these stops occur after a chapter or in the middle of a turbulent moment. Ask 

students how they are feeling during this moment within the text. Be careful to not ask leading questions; 
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students need to create this self-awareness and not take on any emotions that you, the teacher, may have 

experienced while reading the story. After students have returned to the text and have completed the reading, 

then have students reflect on any newly experienced emotions. Be sure to verbally process these emotions 

with students since emotions produced by a story can color interpretations of a narrative (Mar et al., 2011).  

If, of course, a student documents emotions that lead you to believe that student’s life is at risk, be sure to 

report this exchange to a supervisor or mental health expert at your school as teachers are mandated 

reporters.  

Mindfulness 

In addition to teaching students to identify and name emotions, helping students develop emotional awareness 

through mindfulness can be helpful. Mindfulness is a meditative practice that focuses on becoming aware of 

oneself in a non-judgmental way (Lutz et al., 2014). Although mindfulness originates from Buddhist practices, it 

can help students become more conscious of their emotions, exercise more non-reactive responses, and be 

present-oriented (Schussler et al., 2021). Specifically, breathing has been shown to be an influential component 

of mindfulness as it supports emotional reactions and regulation (Arch & Craske, 2006). In turn, mindfulness 

helps with reading comprehension because it helps keep reading “on the right track” (Tarrasch et al., 2016, p. 

13). Furthermore, meditative breathing is an effective small inclusion into classroom routines that can later be 

encouraged as a self-regulation strategy outside of the building (Schussler et al., 2021).  

To accomplish this in the classroom, first let your students know that the class will be practicing awareness 

and attention. These words provide a more school-tailored vocabulary for students and help avoids 

misunderstandings that mindfulness may be a spiritual exercise (Felver et al., 2013). It is important to be 

honest and transparent and stress the secular nature of the mindfulness activity. Words like meditation may 

convey that mindful breathing is an Eastern religious practice and mislead students in the direction and 

purpose of the breathing exercise (Felver et al., 2013).  

Afterwards, encourage your students to find a comfortable position (Arch & Craske, 2006). Indoor 

environments can affect mental and physical health (Taylor et al., 2021), and factors like air temperature can 

impact performance and motivation (Cui et al., 2013). Therefore, recommend that students move around in 

their seats or around the room. Research has found that when people change their physical position, 

especially in the left or right direction, it increases their levels of comfort (Fasulo et al., 2019). Acoustics are 

also important to consider as they can be quite bothersome to students (Bluyssen et al., 2018). To help, 

consider gently playing music or ocean sounds on a speaker. Researchers have found that music or the sound 

of rippling water can be beneficial in helping people recover from stress (Thoma et al., 2013).  

Then, instruct your students to become aware of what is happening inside of their bodies. This activity helps 

students to begin self-awareness by not changing anything but by simply observing (Gueldner & Fuererborn, 

2016). Once again, make sure that you avoid judgmental or vague words like “feeling good” or “feeling bad.” 

Normalize whatever students are feeling and emphasize their observation skills with neutral language (see 

Table 3). Emotional awareness comes when individuals become cognizant of their own emotions (Lambie et 

al., 2020).  

Instructions for Becoming Aware of Body 

Sentences to speak while students are getting ready: 

• Become aware of how your body feels at this moment 

• Notice what your feet are touching 

• Recognize the patterns of your current breath  

• Notice how you are holding your shoulders  

• Become aware of where your hands are at rest 
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Once students are settled, instruct them to inhale and exhale slowly, paying attention to their breath (Arch & 

Craske, 2006). The more focused students are on the mindfulness of breathing and not letting their minds 

wander to miscellaneous worries, the more the exercise will benefit them (Arch & Craske, 2006). Use guided 

instructions to help students become aware of their body and mindfulness activity (see Table 4). It is 

important that students stay attentive to the process as they deepen their awareness beyond a passing 

observation (Shapiro, 2006). Students will eventually find transformation as they reperceive themselves by 

stepping back to notice and understand (Shapiro, 2006).  

Guided Breathing Instructions 

Sentences to speak while students are breathing : 

• Notice the breath passing through your lips.  

• Listen to the sound of the long exhale. 

• Pay attention to how the rest of your body feels.  

• If your attention wanders, notice where it lands, and then bring it back to your breath.  

• Let your mind focus on that breath as it fills your lungs.  

• Drag the exhale as you let the air pass slowly. 

For convenience in the classroom, the initial breathing exercise only needs to be a few minutes (Gueldner & 

Feuerborn, 2016). Thankfully, regulation strategies like mindful breathing do not require long or invasive 

implementations either (Gueldner & Feuerborn, 2016). However, monitor and make sure that students’ 

breaths are slow and deep, about four seconds of inhale and six seconds of exhale. Researchers have found 

that this slow and deep breathing is what reduces anxiety and encourages blood flow in the body (Magnon et 

al., 2021). Although short in time, this breathing activity will require intentional training. Through repetition, 

youth can learn to notice an emotion as it comes up and let it fade without needing to completely embody the 

emotion (Shapiro et al., 2006). Therefore, you can repeat this exercise daily or even multiple times a day, and 

researchers have found it to be a school routine that is feasibly implemented (Schussler et al., 2021).   

When you close the mindfulness breathing exercise, relate the breathing activity back to the idea of 

mindfulness and emotional regulation (Gueldner & Feuerborn, 2016). Here, remind students that emotions 

are constantly changing as they are experienced throughout the body (Gueldner & Feuerborn, 2016). 

Emotions will fluctuate in intensity, and there is no correct or incorrect way to feel something. Help students 

realize that they can acknowledge that emotion and recognize it as a part of themselves in that moment 

(Lambie et al., 2020). In the future, the goal is for students to be able to recognize these emotions in their 

online reading, be mindful of that emotion, and then move on from the emotion in order to not let it influence 

their informed literacy.  

Conclusion 

While emotion regulation contains a plethora of information and strategies, helping students name their 

emotions (Torre & Lieberman, 2018) and practice mindful breathing (Schussler et al., 2021) are helpful first steps. 

If affect labeling helps students understand what they are feeling, mindful breathing alerts them to their feelings. 

Then, as students begin to understand and recognize their emotional states, the more they will be able to identify 

their reading state when reading misinformed texts (Liew et al., 2020). Emotional awareness and emotional 

recognition are skills that can be learned (Garcia-Garcia et al., 2021), and they are increasingly necessary as social 

media’s emotionally charged environment fuels misinformation (Sommariva et al., 2018). After all, researchers 

have found that critical literacy efforts are not completely helpful in debunking both evidence-based arguments 

and emotive-based arguments (Kahne & Bowyer, 2017). Therefore, literacy teachers must incorporate emotional 

regulation strategies as a supplemental reading strategy in order to build reading comprehension and cognitive 

tasks (Mason et al., 2018). Reading teachers must take an active role in helping students debunk fake news on 

social media. Global democratic participation depends on it (Kahne & Bowyer, 2017).  
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