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FOREWORD

In the year since the publication of the Commission’s inaugural research report,
concern and debate about the impact of online misinformation, disinformation and
conspiracy belief on young people, schools and wider society has only intensified -
and for good reason. What was already a fast-moving challenge is becoming harder
still, driven by the unprecedented pace of Al-generated content and the ways in which
geopolitical actors can shape and influence the online information environment.

Yet, despite the growing attention this issue receives in public discussion, schools
continue to face it with limited clarity on what works, uneven support, and too little
time and resource.

It was precisely this gap - between the scale of the problem, understanding how it
manifests, and translating that into support for those on the frontline - that led to the
creation of the Commission into Countering Online Conspiracies in Schools, and it is
what continues to drive our work. In the Commission’s second year, we pledged both to
continue researching and track how conspiracy belief, misinformation and disinformation
are affecting young people, and to begin implementing the recommendations set out in
our first report. This report provides an update on that commitment.

Our fresh research shows that young people, parents and school staff increasingly
recognise not just the prevalence of misleading content online, but also see it as a
growing source of concern. Young people describe finding it harder to tell what is
real and what is not, and they place ‘fake news' among their most significant online
worries. Teachers tell us they are drawn into difficult - and sometimes adversarial -
conversations in classrooms, often without training, lacking confidence, and with a
fear of complaint or misinterpretation. Critically, the evidence reinforces that this is
not an issue confined to older pupils: primary schools are encountering it too, with
younger children being exposed to offensive and harmful material at an age when
their ability to assess it critically is still developing.

Sir Trevor Pears CMG
Executive Chair of the Pears Foundation
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At the same time, the findings underline the vital role that families play. Parents
remain young people’s most trusted source of information, yet parents themselves
are navigating the same online environmentand are notimmune to conspiracy belief
and misleading narratives. For teachers and school leaders, this can compound
the challenge - not only because misinformation can be reinforced at home, but
because concerns about parental backlash can inhibit staff from addressing certain
topics directly.

Over the course of this phase of the Commission’s work, we have spoken again to
teachers and wider school staff, parents, youth workers, and - most importantly -
young people themselves. The story they tell is clear: the problem is growing, it is
changing, and itis reaching further into school life. There is also a strong sense that
schools must be part of the solution, including through media literacy and critical
thinking. This is supported by pupils, parents and teachers alike. But the message
is equally clear that schools cannot do this alone. Increased awareness, including
through changes to safeguarding guidance, is welcome - but awareness must be
matched with practical tools, training, clearer guidance, and the confidence to act.

Our hope is that the findings in this report will make a significant contribution to
the way schools, trusts, policymakers and the wider education and youth sectors
respond to this challenge - and to the support that is put in place for those working
with children and young people every day.

We would like to thank everyone who has given their time, expertise and candour
to the Commission’s work so far — and especially the young people, school staff and
parents who continue to share their experiences with us.

As the Commission enters its third year, we reiterate our commitment to tackling
misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy belief among young people - and
to ensuring that those on the frontline are better equipped to respond.

Sir Mufti Hamid Patel
CEO of Star Academies
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Commission into Countering Online Conspiracies in Schools was established by Pears
Foundation and Public Firstin March 2024 to build the evidence base on how conspiracy belief,
misinformation and disinformation are affecting young people and school communities, and
to translate that evidence into practical action.

In our first report, published in February 2025, we found that academic definitions of
misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy belief are not understood in the same way
by the public.” Tackling this issue requires getting out of rarified theoretical discussions
and meeting young people - and those who support them - where they are at. We found
that young people and adults occupy information siloes; they are not accessing the same
information in the same ways, and this presents a challenge for understanding how this
misinformation is affecting young people and tackling it. We found that trust in teachers
and, critically, parents is high amongst young people, but it declines over the course of their
education. However, neither group feel confident nor equipped to address misinformation
with young people. We committed to further research to deepen our understanding of
how this problem is manifesting and evolving amongst children and young people.

This report presents the Commission’s second-year research insights, drawing on
quantitative and qualitative fieldwork with young people aged 9-18, parents, school staff
and youth workers, to track how attitudes and experiences are changing over time and
what action is most needed.

Across all groups, the headline picture is one of growing concern. Young people,
parents and school staff increasingly recognise not only that misleading content
is prevalent online, but that it is becoming harder to identify what is true and
what is false. Fake news is now among young people’'s most significant concerns about
the online world, second only to cyberbullying and online harassment. School staff report
that misinformation and conspiracy beliefs are appearing more frequently in classroom
discussions, often leading to adversarial exchanges between staff and pupils.

A crucial development in this year's research is the association between rising
misinformation and the rapid proliferation of generative AI content. Young people
report frequent exposure to Al-generated images and videos, including deepfakes. Both
pupils and teachers describe a growing sense of powerlessness in attempting to keep up
with the pace and sophistication of this content. While some young people believe they can
spot Al-generated material, they often rely on superficial cues rather than robust checks of
provenance, source credibility or corroboration.

1 Burtonshaw et. al (2025). Commission into Countering Online Conspiracies in Schools Report.
Accessed:

YOUNG PEOPLE,

PREVALENT ONI y
BUT THATIT IS
BECOMING HARDER
TO IDENTIFY WHAT
IS TRUE AND WHAT
IS FALSE.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The research also underlines that exposure is not confined to older adolescents. Our research shows
that conspiracy belief, misinformation and disinformation are increasingly prevalent in
primary settings. Particularly concerning is the level of exposure to offensive material including
sexist, racist and homophobic content among younger pupils as well as older teenagers. This
reinforces the need for interventions to begin far earlier than secondary school.

We know that families play a central role in shaping how children and young people
interpret and share information. Young people consistently cite parents or carers as their most
trusted source of information. However, parents themselves report difficulty identifying what is true
and false online, and young people commonly describe experiences of parents believing something
online that they know to be untrue. For school staff, this compounds the challenge: misinformation
may be reinforced at home, and teachers can feel inhibited from addressing sensitive or politicised
topics for fear of parental complaints or accusations of bias.

There is, nonetheless, strong consensus on where some of the solutions may lie. Young people
and parents support the introduction of media literacy education into the curriculum,
and a majority of teachers support embedding media literacy and critical thinking across
subjects. However, school staff report feeling ill-equipped and under-resourced to tackle this
issue. A substantial proportion have received no training on countering online conspiracies and
misinformation and, where training exists, it is often minimal and delivered internally, with a lack of
high-quality, evidence-led resources or support to do so.

Updates to guidance, notably Keeping Children Safe in Education (KCSIE), to include specific
references to addressing conspiracy belief, misinformation and disinformation, has increased
awareness of the issue amongst school staff, but it has not yet translated into greater
confidence or clearer practice in real classroom situations.

Finally, we know that schools cannot tackle these issues alone and, for the first time this year,
the Commission has explored the role of youth workers and the youth sector. We heard that
youth workers recognise misinformation and conspiracy belief as a real issue in their
interactions with young people; however, they often see these issues as secondary to,
rather than inherent in, the wider challenges facing the young people they support. This
points to the importance of ensuring the youth sector has accessible tools and training that can be
integrated into wider safeguarding and support work.

The Commission remains committed to building the evidence base and supporting practical action
so that those working with children and young people are better equipped to respond.

YOUNG PEOPLE
AND PARENTS
SUPPORT THE

INTRODUCTION OF

MEDIA LITERACY
EDUCATION INTO
THE CURRICULUM




DEFINITIONS

Throughout the primary research and this
report, we have used the following working
definitions of each of the three key technical
terms that we are investigating as part of this
research.

A conspiracy theory is a proposed
explanation of historical, current, or
speculative events in terms of the
significant causal agency of a relatively
small group of persons - the conspirators
- acting in secret.

Misinformation is incorrect, misleading,
or false information that stems from error
or misunderstanding.

Disinformation is misinformation that
has been spread deliberately.




HEADLINE FINDINGS
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FINDING 1

Conspiracy belief, misinformation and disinformation are increasingly seen
as a problem by young people, parents and school staff.

FINDING 2

Teachers and young people warned that the rise in online conspiracy
theories, misinformation and disinformation is tied to the growth of
generative Al content.

FINDING 3

Children and young people are accessing conspiracy belief, misinformation
and disinformation online from a young age, including offensive content.

FINDING 4

Parents play an active role in the spread of conspiracy belief, misinformation
and disinformation amongst young people.

FINDING 5

Teachers feel that parents both compound the challenges of, and complicate
their ability to address, online conspiracy belief, misinformation and
disinformation amongst young people.



FINDING 6

Teachers, parents and young people all support the
introduction of media literacy into the curriculum.

FINDING 7

However, school staff continue to feel ill-equipped, under-
resourced and nervous in tackling online conspiracy belief,
misinformation and disinformation... and this is particularly so
amongst primary staff.

FINDING 8

The inclusion of misinformation, disinformation and
conspiracy belief within KCSIE has increased awareness of
teachers but it has not improved confidence in addressing the
challenge.

FINDING 9

The lack of clarity within political impartiality guidance
is inhibiting teachers’ ability to address conspiracy belief,
misinformation and disinformation.

FINDING 10

Youth workers recognise that conspiracy belief, misinformation
and disinformation is an issue amongst young people, although
they see this in the context of wider societal challenges.




FINDING 1

CONSPIRACY BELIEF,
MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION
ARE INCREASINGLY
SEEN AS A PROBLEM
BY YOUNG PEOPLE,
PARENTS AND SCHOOL
STAFF



SUMMARY

* Young people, parents and school staff all recognise
that online misinformation is becoming more
common.

« Butitis not just an issue of prevalence - conspiracy
theories, misinformation and disinformation are
also increasingly seen to be a problem that worries
all three groups.

« When it comes to specific concerns about the
internet and time online, fake news is the second
biggest issue young people face, behind only
cyberbullying.




FINDING 1- CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION ARE INCREASINGLY SEEN AS

A PROBLEM BY YOUNG PEOPLE, PARENTS AND SCHOOL STAFF.

Given the ongoing profile of misinformation and disinformation
in public discussion, it is perhaps unsurprising that recognition of
online misinformation has increased over the last twelve months
since the Commission’s initial research.? Both parents and teachers
recognised the increasing prominence of conspiracy beliefs,
misinformation and disinformation amongst children and young
people. The proportion of parents who reported that their children
have raised a conspiracy theory with them rose from 28% in 2024
to 38% in 2025, an increase of roughly one third. This increased
profile of conspiracy theories was also recognised by teachers; with a
7% increase in the number who reported a pupil bringing up a conspiracy
theory with them (74% to 81%).

Teachers in our qualitative research gave examples of particular conspiracy
theories that young people had raised. Examples included conspiracy
beliefs related to current affairs such as the Russian-Ukrainian war, Tommy
Robinson and the death of Charlie Kirk, and historic conspiracy theories
such as those surrounding 9/11 and the sinking of the Titanic.

Importantly, it was not just the prevalence of misinformation which was
identified; conspiracy theories, misinformation and disinformation are also
increasingly seen to be a problem which concerned all three groups. This
was particularly so amongst young people, where we saw a 35% year-on-
year increase in those who considered conspiracy theories, misinformation
and disinformation to be an issue in their schools, and parents, with a 29%
increase between 2024 and 2025.

2 Burtonshaw et al. (2025). Commission into Countering Online Conspiracies in Schools Report. Accessed:

“Those [pupils] that do rear their heads, | feel like they are boys who want to just be
sensationalist and say something just to because they want to draw attention to themselves.
It’s hard to work out whether they actually believe it, or are they just saying it because they

really enjoy being loud and brash and centre of attention. For example, one that springs to

mind was when we were talking about what’s happening in Ukraine, and then one of the
boys said ‘but it’s Russia’s land, and they have every right to go in there’ and they just want
it to be really confrontational with other people in the class.”

Middle Leader, Primary, Male, East of England



https://counteringconspiracies.co.uk/

FINDING 1- CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION ARE INCREASINGLY SEEN AS A
PROBLEM BY YOUNG PEOPLE, PARENTS AND SCHOOL STAFF.

® 2024 © 2025
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Graph 1: Percentage who say conspiracy theories are a problem in their or their children’s school
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FINDING 1- CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION ARE INCREASINGLY SEEN AS
A PROBLEM BY YOUNG PEOPLE, PARENTS AND SCHOOL STAFF.

Students, parents and school staff all felt that it was harder to tell what was real and fake online; 71% of students, 78% of parents
and 85% of school staff either strongly agreed or agreed with this statement.

Young people reported that online conspiracy belief, misinformation and disinformation was an increasing problem compared to
a range of other challenges they face. 30% of young people identified the spread of fake news as one of the main issues facing
young people, making it the third most cited issue behind only mental health and quality of education. Moreover, when asked
specifically about the online world, young people identified fake news as the second most significant issue affecting them - with
only cyberbullying and online harassment seen to be more of an issue. Fake news was reported to be the single biggest issue for
boys (29%), with regards to the internet and their time spent online.

Across our qualitative research, young people reaffirmed this concern about fake news. They felt that online misinformation and

disinformation had increased in recent years, compounded by incentives from online platforms whereby outrage increased the
amount of engagement with a post.

“People can make money off doing fake news, actually, because it gets loads of likes”

Year 10 Pupil, Male, North East

“As generations go on, social media is just going to get more and more popular and as is
technology in general. So | feel like, as the years go on, it [misinformation] is just going to
get spread around, and more people get involved with it, which can be a bad thing.”

Year 10 Pupil, Female, North East

“They [children] are bombarded with so much on social media. When | was younger you’d
watch the news that like in the morning, possibly then at 6pm and then at 10pm and that
was sort of it. But now they can get access to news all the time, some of it fake news. It’s
difficult when it’s in your face all the time, and there’s kind of no let up, because they’re
watching on their phones a lot the time or tablets, and some children are accessing their
phones, probably quite late at night.... Yeah it’s this kind of access to media all the time
and not being able to kind of differentiate the kind of the real and the fake of it all.”

Classroom Teacher, Secondary, Female, West Midlands




FINDING 1 - CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION ARE INCREASINGLY SEEN AS A
PROBLEM BY YOUNG PEOPLE, PARENTS AND SCHOOL STAFF.

® Male ¢ Female

Cyberbullying and online harassment

Fake news online

Addiction to social media

Financial scams and fraud

Loss of privacy or data misuse

Discrimination online such as racism, sexism

Pornographic and explicit images online

Social media algorithms pushing harmful content

The amount of time | spend online

The impacts of Artificial Intelligence (Al)

Violent video games

Tracking and surveillance by companies or governments
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Graph 2: Thinking about the internet and the time you spend online, which of the following are
you most concerned about if any? Select up to three of the following [9-18-year-old pupils]
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FINDING 2

TEACHERS AND YOUNG
PEOPLE WARNED THAT
THE RISE IN ONLINE
CONSPIRACY THEORIES,
MISINFORMATION AND
DISINFORMATION IS
TIED TO THE GROWTH
OF GENERATIVE Al
CONTENT



SUMMARY

« Alis seen as a growing issue amongst young people who
find it increasingly difficult to identify what was real.

« Teachers also raised Al as a key concern in countering
misinformation and disinformation online.

« The scale and quality of Al content was seen as a
significant change in how misinformation, disinformation
and conspiracy belief was being spread online.




FINDING 2 - TEACHERS AND YOUNG PEOPLE WARNED THAT THE RISE IN ONLINE CONSPIRACY THEORIES,
MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION IS TIED TO THE GROWTH OF GENERATIVE Al CONTENT

The proliferation of online conspiracy belief, misinformation and disinformation was associated with increasing generative Al content. Of the misleading content
or fake news that young people had seen online, 44% of young people reported seeing ‘Al generated images or videos that were made to seem real' in the
last month and 39% of young people reported seeing ‘deepfakes’ - where Al generated images, videos or audio is made to seem real in the same time period.
Conversely, only 10% of 11-18-year-olds said they had not encountered any fake news in the last month. Given this data relies on young people who have
identified the content they are viewing as fake, this is still likely to be a significant underreporting of the scale of misleading content that young people face.

In our qualitative research, young people raised concerns about how the increasing use of Al was making it harder to tell what is true and fake online. There
was a sense of powerlessness to identify Al generated content in the face of both its increasing pace and improving ‘quality’.

Al generated images or videos that were made to seem real 44%

“Deepfakes” where Al generated images, video or audio is made to
look like a real person

Clickbait headlines that misrepresent the actual content
Misinformation disguised to look like a real news story
Out-of-context video clips or photos presented misleadingly

Content created to be funny that some people believed was real

Misattributed quotes or images (e.g., wrongly attributed to a famous
person)

Fabricated testimonials or fake endorsements
Information from a real news website that turned out to be wrong

None of the above

Graph 3: Which forms of misleading content, or “fake news”, have you encountered online in
the last month? Select any which apply [9-18-year-old pupils]
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FINDING 2 - TEACHERS AND YOUNG PEOPLE WARNED THAT THE RISE IN ONLINE CONSPIRACY THEORIES,

MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION IS TIED TO THE GROWTH OF GENERATIVE Al CONTENT

“Sometimes you can’t [tell the difference between
which videos are real and fake], sometimes they're
so good that, you can’t actually tell the difference.”

“There’s new Al and it’s really on point. So if you went
on [social media platform] and you typed anything,
some of the videos are Al generated, and you don‘t

actually know [if they are real or fake]”

This marked a notable change from the concerns and focus of our 2024
research, where the issues surrounding Al was far less prominent.

“] rarely ever saw Al, but now it’s just
basically everywhere”

“] just think there’s loads of Al everywhere
now, and you can see something, and you
might think it’s true, but it’s not. It changes the
way you look at things.”

Young people were readily able to share specific examples of deepfakes and
Al generated videos they had seen.

“Like deep fakes, just people talking but actually
not talking. It’s just misleading information, it’s just
not true. It’s so controversial. It changes people’s
ideas about how they look at the world... Elon Musk
said this, and he obviously just didn‘t say that or
Keir Starmer said that he is not the Prime Minister
anymore. It’s just misleading information that
shouldn’t be shared around”

Some young people shared a belief that they could identify Al content,
however, they often used crude methods to do so. They relied on visual
checks or a sense that something wasn't quite right, rather than examining
the provenance.

“One time we’re doing an assembly, we were
being shown this video. It was this man who was
shoplifting, but the only way you can tell it was Al
is because when he grabbed the box, one of the
boxes magically moved backwards without anybody
touching it.”



FINDING 2 - TEACHERS AND YOUNG PEOPLE WARNED THAT THE RISE IN ONLINE CONSPIRACY THEORIES,
MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION IS TIED TO THE GROWTH OF GENERATIVE Al CONTENT

“If a famous celebrity was talking, you could tell if
the speaking didn’t sound like they were in sync
with the voice, or they just didn’t it didn’t look
right, or if there was a certain background of where
they’re at.”

Year 10 Pupil, Male, North East

Teachers also raised concerns about the proliferation of Al and the challenges in
supporting young people to discern what was real and fake.

“It’s the Al generated videos...there’s nothing
teaching them about real or fake, or identifying it.”

Classroom Teacher, Primary, Male, West Midlands

“Don’t even get me started on the use of Al, that
whole ability to be able to tell what’s real anymore,
we don’t even have that... you’ll have kids come up

and show you something that’s clearly not real...

people can pretty much put whatever they want
out there, and there are no repercussions. It’s really
influential in more ways than | think we even realise.”

Classroom Teacher, Secondary, Female, East of England
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FINDING 3

CHILDREN AND YOUNG
PEOPLE ARE ACCESSING
CONSPIRACY BELIEF,
MISINFORMATION

AND DISINFORMATION
ONLINE FROM A YOUNG
AGE, INCLUDING
OFFENSIVE CONTENT



SUMMARY

« Exposure to online conspiracy belief, misinformation and
disinformation is not just an issue for older pupils.

« Children are accessing conspiracy belief, misinformation
and disinformation online from primary school - and in
some cases as early as KS1.

« These younger pupils are being exposed to offensive
content, including homophobic, misogynistic and racist
material.
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FINDING 3 - CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE ARE ACCESSING CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION ONLINE FROM A YOUNG AGE, INCLUDING OFFENSIVE CONTENT

It was clear from the Commission’s 2025 research that exposure to misinformation,
disinformation and conspiracy content was not just the preserve of secondary school-aged
pupils, and this type of material was being accessed by much younger children. This research
demonstrates the scale of this challenge.

88% of all the children and young people aged 11-18 reported having encountered
misinformation online in the last month - this does not include any content children and
young people did not recognise as misinformation. Of this, 79% of those in Year 7 and 8
reported this to be the case, in comparison to 84% of those in secondary education and
91% aged 16-18.

Perhaps most worryingly, in the early years of secondary school, 39% of the youngest
secondary pupils (aged 11-12) are being exposed to offensive and misleading content
including homophobic, misogynistic and racist material in the last month, growing to 65%
of 17-18-year-olds.?

Primary school teachers were clear that misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy
content were an increasing challenge within primary classrooms, and amongst younger
and younger children.

3 For ethical reasons, not all questions in the survey were asked to primary aged pupils. This question
was not asked to primary aged pupils.

“And then the other thing is
the age at which the Andrew
Tate stuff becomes important
is dropping. So, four years
ago, we had four girls in
year six were being sexually
harassed by a group of six

boys. They were using Discord
and it felt like misogyny”

Senior Leader,
Primary, Female, West Midlands




FINDING 3 - CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE ARE ACCESSING CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION ONLINE FROM A YOUNG AGE, INCLUDING OFFENSIVE CONTENT

11-12-years-old 13-14-years-old 15-16-years-old 17-18-years-old

Graph 4: Percentage of pupils who have encountered false or misleading information
that was offensive towards groups of people online (e.g. homophobia, sexism, racism)
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FINDING 3 — CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE ARE ACCESSING CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION ONLINE FROM A YOUNG AGE, INCLUDING OFFENSIVE CONTENT

Younger pupils in secondary school were also influenced by the rise of Al. 38% of 11-12-year-olds recalled encountering Al generated images or videos were
made to seem real, in comparison to 49% of 17-18-year-olds. They were also, perhaps unsurprisingly, less confident in their ability to recognise ‘deep fakes' and
other Al content; 28% of 9-10-year-olds feel that identifying Al-generated videos is difficult, in comparison to 16% of 17-18-year-olds.

@® 11-12-years-old ¢ 17-18-years-old

38%
Al generated images or videos that were made to seem real 29%
J

“Deepfakes” where Al generated images, video or audio is made to look like a 31%
real person 48%

28%
Clickbait headlines that misrepresent the actual content 46%
0

AYS
Misinformation disguised to look like a real news story 38%
(]

26%
Out-of-context video clips or photos presented misleadingly ° 39%
0

27%
Content created to be funny that some people believed was real 0 30%
0

14%
Misattributed quotes or images (e.g., wrongly attributed to a famous person) 0 24%
0

16%
16%

Fabricated testimonials or fake endorsements

15%
Information from a real news website that turned out to be wrong 19%
J

10%
None of the above
5%

ol 10 20 30 40 50

Graph 5: Which forms of misleading content, or “fake news”, have you encountered online in the
last month? Select any which apply



FINDING 3 - CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE ARE ACCESSING CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION ONLINE FROM A YOUNG AGE, INCLUDING OFFENSIVE CONTENT

In many cases, the increasing prominence of online conspiracy belief, misinformation and
disinformation was linked to children and young people accessing phones and social media.
The Commission’s original research found that 91% of children have a smartphone by age 11
and were accessing social media regardless of the age restrictions on individual platforms.*

Primary classroom teachers and senior leaders both raised concerns about cognitive
development of primary pupils to critically analyse online content, as well as the lack of
education they were given to navigate an online world. The were concerned that the perception
that primary-aged pupils were unlikely to access online content was not only untrue but also
led to them do so without any support or education.

“The issue we seem to have found is that children are signing
up for [social media] and [saying they are] the age of 13. So
they are lying about their date of birth... and then when
they are 18 years old [on the platform] they are not actually
18. So they get exposed to a lot of information once they hit
that magic 18 and | believe that the Andrew Tate stuff gets
bombarded on them. And these people who are allegedly 18
might only be 11 years old.”

And they were clear about the influence this was having on behaviour in the classroom and beyond.

“On social media, we are finding that that’s coming
into primary schools as well, and it’s getting earlier and
earlier .... so that does bring problems into school. It
used to be just Year 6, Year 5, Year 4 and even some
of the younger years have access to it [social media]. |
think that really does have a big impact.”

4 Burtonshaw et al. (2025). Commission into Countering Online Conspiracies in Schools Report. p. 97. Ac-
cessed:
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FINDING 4

PARENTS PLAY AN
ACTIVE ROLE IN

THE SPREAD OF
CONSPIRACY BELIEF,
MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION
AMONGST YOUNG
PEOPLE



SUMMARY

Parents and families play a key role in influencing how
young people access and process conspiracy belief,
misinformation and disinformation.

Yet parents themselves are just as vulnerable as young
people to conspiracy belief.

Young people could readily recall a time when their
parent or carer had believed they had seen something
online that was untrue.




FINDING 4 - PARENTS PLAY AN ACTIVE ROLE IN THE SPREAD OF CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE

Parents play a vital role in the way in which children and young people access, process and understand conspiracy content, misinformation and disinformation
online. Young people across all age groups consistently cited parents as their most trusted source of information, with 90% of children and young people
saying they completely or moderately trust a parent, a figure consistent with the research from phase one. Only 1% of children and young people said they
did not trust a parent at all. Trust in parents outranked all other sources including scientific research (76%), teachers (75%), textbooks (69%), mainstream news
sources (52%) and the UK Government (37%).

@ Completely trust Moderately trust ¢ Trusta little ¢ Do not trust at all Don’t know

Your parents

Scientific research

44%

Your teachers

47%

Textbooks

46%

Your friends
A

Wikipedia

Ea 12%

I
0
S

Mainstream news sources

39% 10%

The UK Government

26% 12%

Social media influencers

18% e

Online videos

22% 6%

10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Graph 6: In general, how much would you say you trust the following, if at all? [9-18-year-old pupils]
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In our qualitative research, young people
provided detailed insight into their strong
trust in parents to tell them the truth and
navigate the world.

“They [parents] have raised

you your whole life, so, you

got to trust that they would
tell the truth to you”

Year 10 Pupil,
Male, County Durham

“Because | feel like they
[parents] wouldn’t want to
lie to you about stuff.”

Year 10 Pupil,
Female, West Midlands

FINDING 4 - PARENTS PLAY AN ACTIVE ROLE IN THE SPREAD OF CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE

However, parents themselves are just as susceptible to online conspiracy belief, misinformation
and disinformation as young people. A plurality of parents (66%) agreed that it can be difficult to
tell what is true and false online. 54% of parents believed that a conspiracy theory can be true.

58% 66%
People believing in It can be difficult to know
conspiracy theories is a what's true or false online

danger to society

33%
People believing in
conspiracy theories o
doesn't really cause any 29%
Wi (8 Sod It's usually easy to
work out what's true or
false online
9%
Don't know 4%
Don't know

Graph 7: Which of the following comes closest to your view? [parents]
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FINDING 4 - PARENTS PLAY AN ACTIVE ROLE IN THE SPREAD OF CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE

Parents' vulnerability to online conspiracy belief, misinformation and disinformation also plays out in their specific beliefs about this content. In particular, parents
were likely to say they believed in many of the narratives that underpin conspiracy beliefs. 41% of parents believed it is probably true that the real truth about
significant events is often concealed from the public and 20% believed that there is probably some truth in this, but it is likely exaggerated.

The study also found evidence to suggest that parents from lower socioeconomic grades could be more susceptible to conspiracy thinking. Parents from the most
disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds (DE) are more likely than those from the most affluent backgrounds (AB) to believe that ‘people with power will always
act in ways that harm ordinary people’ (61% vs. 51%) and marginally more likely to believe that ‘the real truth about significant events is often concealed from the
public’ (48% vs. 40%). Gender differences are smaller overall, though fathers are somewhat more likely than mothers to believe that ‘many political decisions are
influenced by secretive groups or societies' - around one in three versus one in four.

These findings are consistent with wider evidence showing a link between economic insecurity and distrust in institutions, which has been associated with greater
receptiveness to belief in conspiracy theories.

@ This is probably true There is probably some truth in this, but it is likely exaggerated ¢ This could be true, but | am not sure @ This is very unlikely to be true This is definitely not true
Don't know

The real truth about significant events is often concealed from the public

20% 6% 3%

19% 6% 6%

7% 7%

People with power will always act in ways that harm ordinary people

27% 7% 4%

Major past events have been staged in order to manipulate voters

AR 10% 8%

Graph 8: Looking at the following statements, how likely do you think it is that these are true? [parents]

) van Prooijen, J.-W.,, Spadaro, G., & Wang, H. (2022). Suspicion of institutions: How distrust and conspiracy theories deteriorate social relationships. Current Opinion in Psychology, 43,
65-69. Accessed: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2352250X21000828?
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FINDING 4 - PARENTS PLAY AN ACTIVE ROLE IN THE SPREAD OF CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE

Significantly, parental susceptibility to conspiracy beliefs, misinformation and disinformation had a clear impact on children and young people. 50% of young
people had experienced a parent believing something they had read online that was untrue. This was particularly acute amongst older pupils with 65% of
17-18-year-olds having experienced a parent believing something they read online that was untrue, in comparison to 39% of 9-10-year-olds.

@ | have experienced this in the last year | have experienced this, but not in the last year ¢ | have not experienced this ¢ Don't know

9-10

11-12

13-14

15-16

17-18

Graph 9: Which of the following, if any, have you personally experienced in the last year?: A parent or
carer helieving something they read online that was untrue [9-18-year-old pupils]
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FINDING 4 - PARENTS PLAY AN ACTIVE ROLE IN THE SPREAD OF CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE

In our qualitative research, young people spoke about the tension between their trust
in parents and their experience of parents’ fallibility when accessing online content.
Often, this was tied to a belief parents were not digital natives and therefore had less
experience in navigating the online world than young people. This was not raised as
a critique but as an acknowledgement of the reality of intergenerational differences
in technology access.

' glly mum is probably the most gullible person | know.
she saw a video, to be honest, | don’t think she could

tell the difference between Al and what'’s real. For
example, she showed me a video of something, and
| don’t know how she believed it was true because it
was obvious that it was Al.”
Year 10 Pupil, Male, West Midlands

§very time my mum and dad are on YouTube they
believe it’s true. That'’s like a default for older people.”

Year 10 Pupil, Male, North East

arents could be seeing the same fake stuff as | am.
It’s not like they work for the news and they know
what'’s going on, they will just be the same as me. They
could just be watching the same stuff as what | am”

Year 10 Pupil, Male, North East
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FINDING 4 - PARENTS PLAY AN ACTIVE ROLE IN THE SPREAD OF CONSPIRACY BELIEF,
MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE

! y parents could be getting some information off
acebook, and it might not be true. So they could be
telling me something which they think is true but isnt.”

Year 10 Pupil, Male, West Midlands

Teachers are acutely aware of the influence of parents in how children and
young people are accessing and understanding online content. Many recall
specific incidents whereby they perceived that parents had compounded issues
around misinformation amongst young people, and where parents had actively
undermined their efforts to educate and support young people.

gt [misinformation] could be something that the

parents are talking to them about...especially some

of the stuff we’ve seen in the news recently about the

hotels [for asylum seekers], and the protests outside
the hotels...this has bled into the classroom.”

Classroom Teacher, Secondary, Female, West Midlands
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FINDING 5

TEACHERS FEEL THAT
PARENTS BOTH COMPOUND
THE CHALLENGES OF, AND
COMPLICATE THEIR ABILITY
TO ADDRESS, ONLINE
CONSPIRACY BELIEF,
MISINFORMATION AND
DISINFORMATION AMONGST
YOUNG PEOPLE




SUMMARY

« Teachers saw parents as ill-equipped to tackle
misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy belief with
their children.

« Some parents were seen as actively unhelpful, sharing or
reinforcing this type of content with their children.

« In the worst examples, parents were talked about as
obstructing schools’ efforts to support and educate in this
space - and that this was becoming more of a problem.

« Teachers and school leaders reported concerns about
parental complaints related to how misinformation,
disinformation and conspiracy belief were addressed.
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FINDING 5 - TEACHERS FEEL THAT PARENTS BOTH COMPOUND THE CHALLENGES OF, AND COMPLICATE
THEIR ABILITY TO ADDRESS, ONLINE CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION
AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE

Teachers are playing an active role in tackling the spread of online conspiracy belief,
misinformation and disinformation among children and young people, however, they
report that parents are often compounding and complicating their ability to do so.

Rather than being partners to schools in supporting children and young people to
navigate the online world, parents were seen, at best, as ill-equipped to address this
problem with their children. This was often attributed to parental lack of confidence
and training related to the ever-evolving social media landscape.

However, often parents were seen as an active part of the problem, as the source of
the misinformation for their children, and as holding beliefs based on misinformation
they had seen online.

e’gne of the girls were going for their [HPV] jabs the other
y. And one girl was walking slowly behind me, and she
said, ‘you do know, it causes autism, don’t you?’ And |
looked her, and she said, ‘my parents said I’'m not having a
jab, because this is what makes people autistic’. And | was
thinking that her parents have told her that and I'm not going
to start arguing with a student because I'm nervous.”

Middle Leader, Secondary, Female, East of England

Teachers recalled incidents where specific conspiracy beliefs had been raised in their
classrooms, but they had felt inhibited to address them. This inaction was often tied
to the fear of potential backlash from parents who teachers perceived to be actively
reinforcing this type of content at home with their children. Sometimes, teachers
didn't want to feel like they were undermining or contradicting the parent; sometimes,
they simply feared that addressing misinformation with their child would lead to a
complaint from a parent.

glf it’s their parents’ views, you don’t want to
ontradict a parent, but you might just feel that
something is wrong, but it’s hard.”

Classroom Teacher, Primary, Female, East of England




FINDING 5 - TEACHERS FEEL THAT PARENTS BOTH COMPOUND THE CHALLENGES OF, AND COMPLICATE
THEIR ABILITY TO ADDRESS, ONLINE CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION
AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE

There was also a clear sense that schools wanted more support from parents to
tackle this issue, but they were unclear about how to achieve this. Some school
leaders suggested it was down to a lack of interest from parents - others a misplaced
belief that their children were able to navigate the online world without their help or
that it wasn't an issue impacting them.

d need more backing from the parents. The police
help us. We have the police come in once a term to do
a lot of online safety, and that’s good, but if we could

call the parents, that’d help us.”

Senior Leader, Primary, Female, West Midlands

For many, the success of countering conspiracy belief, misinformation and
disinformation was often contingent on the strength of the relationship and
connection between parents and their child’s teacher.

! gm [teachers] have got to have the support from the parents,
ecause if you're trying to tackle something as a school or as
a teacher, and you're telling the children that this is right and
this is wrong, if they go home and their parents are telling them
that “that’s completely wrong and | know that the teacher is not
right”, they [parents] are not going to believe you anyway and
they are not going to listen to you. So you [teachers] need that
support and backing from parents, which it seems year on year,
that [support] is getting less and less.”

Classroom Teacher, Primary, Male, West Midlands

The ability to engage with parents on this issue was seen as part of a wider
breakdown of the social contract between schools and families - albeit an area
of particular and growing friction.
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FINDING 6

TEACHERS, PARENTS
AND YOUNG PEOPLE
ALL SUPPORT THE
INTRODUCTION OF
MEDIA LITERACY INTO
THE CURRICULUM



SUMMARY

« Both young people and parents are supportive of media
literacy being embedded into the curriculum.

« Parents place trust in schools to tackle the issues of
misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy theories
amongst young people.

« The majority of teachers support integrating media
literacy and critical thinking into the curriculum.




FINDING 6 - TEACHERS, PARENTS AND YOUNG PEOPLE ALL SUPPORT THE INTRODUCTION OF MEDIA
LITERACY INTO THE CURRICULUM

There is significant demand for media literacy to be embedded in the curriculum from both young people and parents. 86% of pupils and 92% of parents are
supportive of education in the curriculum around identifying fake news or misinformation from different media and social media sources. Despite the challenges
that teachers report around parental engagement and influence in this space, 76% of parents feel confident they would be able to get their child’s school to take
action to prevent further incidents if a child at school was spreading offensive false information.

@ Would greatly benefit Would benefit ¢ Would benefit a bit ¢ Wouldn't benefit at all
Don't know

How your personal information or content that you've shared can be spread, used and retained online How your child(ren)’s personal information or content that they've shared can be spread, used and retained online

41% 10% 41%
Identifying fake news or misinformation from different media and social media sources Identifying fake news or misinformation from different media and social media sources
40% 10% 37%

Understanding and identifying potential biases from different media and social media sources Understanding and identifying potential biases from different media and social media sources

38% 40% 4%

9-18-year-old pupils Parents

Graph 10: To what extent do you think [you / your children] would benefit from
learning more about the following?
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FINDING 6 - TEACHERS, PARENTS AND YOUNG PEOPLE ALL SUPPORT THE INTRODUCTION OF MEDIA

LITERACY INTO THE CURRICULUM

When asked in which subjects education around conspiracy theories and misinformation should sit, school
staff were most likely to suggest social sciences (including economics, psychology and politics) (54%), followed
by citizenship and RE (49%), PSHE (45%), history (34%) and English (30%). School staff were least likely to
suggest modern foreign languages (5%) and - perhaps surprisingly given the use of statistics in spreading

misinformation - maths (4%).

Social Sciences (e.g. Economics, Psychology,
Politics)

Citizenship and Religious Education

PSHE

History

English

Computing and IT

Sciences (e.g. Biology, Chemistry, Physics)
Geography

Performing Arts (e.g. music, dance, drama)

Physical Education and Sports (e.g. PE,
games)

Arts and Design (e.g. Art, Design & Technology,
Food Tech)

Modern Foreign Languages (e.g. French,
Spanish)

Maths
None of the above

Don't know

6%

6%

5%

4%

2%

3%

8%

12%

22%

AR

30%

34%

45%

49%

54%

Graph 11: If education around conspiracy theories and misinformation were added to the
curriculum, which subjects should it be integrated into? Select any which apply [school staff]

“I' just don’t think there’s
enough [media literacy
teaching] for the amount
of media that’s out there
nowadays. | don’t think
we’re taught it enough for
the amount of media that
gets put in our brains.”

Year 10 Pupil,
Male, North East

“I'don’t know how we are
ever going to get to a point
where these kids are going

to be able to reflect and
see whether something is
real or not, | think a large
part of that has to be with a
modernised curriculum...”

Classroom Teacher,
Secondary, Female, West Midlands
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FINDING 7

HOWEVER, SCHOOL STAFF
CONTINUE TO FEEL ILL-EQUIPPED,
UNDER-RESOURCED AND NERVOUS
IN TACKLING ONLINE CONSPIRACY
BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND
DISINFORMATION... AND THIS

IS PARTICULARLY SO AMONGST
PRIMARY STAFF



SUMMARY

« Around one in two teachers have explained to a student
on multiple occasions that something they saw online was
not true or real.

« However, many of these interactions between school staff
and young people are adversarial.

« Despite the frequency in which school staff are addressing
misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy belief
amongst young people, they receive little or no training to
do so.




FINDING 7 - HOWEVER, SCHOOL STAFF CONTINUE TO FEEL ILL-EQUIPPED, UNDER-RESOURCED AND NERVOUS IN TACKLING ONLINE
CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION... AND THIS IS PARTICULARLY SO AMONGST PRIMARY STAFF

Teachers are regularly addressing misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy belief amongst children and young people. 34% of teachers had experienced
a pupil spreading false information during a lesson in the month before taking our survey, roughly equal to the number who reported the same in phase one of
the research (33%). 77% of school staff told us that they have explained to a pupil that something they saw online was not true or real, with 50% of school staff
having done so on multiple occasions.

However, this appears to be creating adversarial interactions between young people and school staff. 51% of school staff reported having had an argument with
a student over whether news or information they saw online was real, with 23% saying this had happened on multiple occasions.

¢ Don'tknow @ Never Once ( Multiple Occasions

100%

80%

60%

27%

40%

27%
20%

0%

Had an argument with a student about whether some news or information was "fake news" Have explained to a student that something they saw online was not true or real

Graph 12: Percentage of school staff who have done the following:
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FINDING 7 - HOWEVER, SCHOOL STAFF CONTINUE TO FEEL ILL-EQUIPPED, UNDER-RESOURCED AND NERVOUS IN TACKLING ONLINE
CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION... AND THIS IS PARTICULARLY SO AMONGST PRIMARY STAFF

This may be a result of the lack of training that school staff have received to address conspiracy belief,
misinformation and disinformation amongst young people. 35% of all school staff have not received any
training on tackling online conspiracies - this rises to 51% for primary school staff. Moreover, where school
staff report having received training, most report having received very little with 54% of school staff having
received less than an hour of training.

Don't Know 2%
Over 20 hours 2%
16 to 20 hours 2% \
11 to 15 hours 4% .
\

6 to 10 hours 9%

S

N/A - 1 have not received any
" training on this 35%

2to 5 hours 14% -

\

Less than 1 hour 20%

Graph 13: How many hours of training have you received on how to respond to students who
bring up false information or conspiracy theories in the classroom? [school staff]

“I always feel like the
children [are] a little bit
ahead of us, and we kind
of find out after it’s already

happened. Whereas ideally,

you‘d like to preempt a lot

of it, but because we’re not

on TikTok all day, we’re not
in that world.”




FINDING 8

THE INCLUSION OF
MISINFORMATION,
DISINFORMATION AND
CONSPIRACY BELIEF WITHIN
KCSIE HAS INCREASED
AWARENESS OF TEACHERS
BUT IT HAS NOT IMPROVED
CONFIDENCE IN ADDRESSING
THE CHALLENGE



SUMMARY

« Teachers were supportive of including misinformation response
training in safeqguarding training.

« Teachers consistently observed that the updated Keeping Children
Safe in Education guidance was discussed in school INSET days at
the start of term in September 2025.

« However, this increased awareness did not track through to
confidence from teachers in addressing the challenges of
misinformation.
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FINDING 8 - THE INCLUSION OF MISINFORMATION, DISINFORMATION AND CONSPIRACY BELIEF WITHIN KCSIE HAS INCREASED
AWARENESS OF TEACHERS BUT IT HAS NOT IMPROVED CONFIDENCE IN ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGE

School staff identified updating safeguarding policies and training as one of the key measures that would improve teacher confidence in addressing rising
misinformation in the classroom, with 74% of teachers supporting the inclusion of misinformation response training in safeguarding policies and training.

This focus on safeguarding policies and training, along with CPD, was the policy change that school staff were most likely to say made them more confident in
addressing misinformation and disinformation with children and young people. It ranked above new guidance or best practice resources (71%), embedding
misinformation training in early career and trainee teacher programmes (70%) and integrating media literacy into the curriculum (60%).

Continuing professional development for staff on responding to
students who mention conspiracy theories or false information

Including misinformation response training in safeguarding policies
and training

New guidance or best practice resources for addressing
misinformation in the classroom

Embedding misinformation training in early career and trainee
teacher programmes

Teaching primary-aged children how to recognise conspiracy
theories or misinformation

Integrating media literacy and critical thinking into subjects like
English, History, and RS

Graph 14: Percentage of school staff who believe each action would make them more
confident responding to pupils who bring up conspiracy theories in the classroom



FINDING 8 - THE INCLUSION OF MISINFORMATION, DISINFORMATION AND CONSPIRACY BELIEF WITHIN KCSIE HAS INCREASED
AWARENESS OF TEACHERS BUT IT HAS NOT IMPROVED CONFIDENCE IN ADDRESSING THE CHALLENGE

In September 2025, the Department for Education updated the Keeping Children Safe in Education guidance to
include ‘conspiracy belief’, ‘misinformation’ and ‘disinformation’ as safeguarding terms.® In the focus groups we ran
with teachers after this updated guidance was published, they were able to identify the updated changes with many
having this signposted to them on INSET days at the start of term.

“So we had all this is in the updates to the Keeping
Children Safe in Education [guidance] this year.”

Whilst some degree of trepidation might be a healthy sign of the serious and considered way in which school staff are
treating this challenge, it is notable that the updated guidance did not necessarily translate to increased confidence in
tackling conspiracy beliefs, misinformation and disinformation in the classroom. Many teachers were even apathetic
about the impact of such updated guidance on their ability to manage complex real-life situations in the classroom.

“We were shown the changes [to the guidance] in a staff
meeting at the start of the year before the children were in
[school] but in terms of impact within the classroom, there’s not
been a specific change that | could say or pinpoint.”

“At my school, we were given a copy of the document [updated
guidance] when we returned back [to school] in September...
and all of the changes were highlighted to us.”

“Yeah, we had to do some training on that. But it was only
literally one of those little online training things, watch the
videos, answer the questions.”

6 Department for Education (2025). Keeping children safe in education 2025: Statutory guidance for schools and colleges. P.38. Ac-
cessed:
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68add931969253904d155860/Keeping_children_safe_in_edu
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/68add931969253904d155860/Keeping_children_safe_in_edu

FINDING 9

THE LACK OF CLARITY
WITHIN POLITICAL
IMPARTIALITY GUIDANCE
IS INHIBITING TEACHERS’
ABILITY TO ADDRESS
CONSPIRACY BELIEF,
MISINFORMATION AND
DISINFORMATION



SUMMARY

» There was significant confusion over how political
impartiality guidance should be interpreted.

« Some teachers raised concerns about how political
impartiality made it difficult for them to address
some of the more political types of misinformation,
disinformation and conspiracy belief with young
people.
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FINDING 9 - THE LACK OF CLARITY WITHIN POLITICAL IMPARTIALITY GUIDANCE IS INHIBITING
TEACHERS’ ABILITY TO ADDRESS CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION

Political impartiality guidance was a cause of confusion amongst teachers, who
frequently suggested that it created an environment in which they were concerned
that they may be ‘breaking the rules’, but did not offer any meaningful or practical
direction.

Formany, itwas linked to afear thatifthey made a mistake in addressing misinformation
amongst young people, they would be blamed for doing so, particularly by parents.

“No matter how much you prepare for any discussion on a
topic that can be quite controversial, there’s always going
to be one kid in there... and really put you on the spot, and
no amount of prep for that [will help]... there’s too many
examples of where a teacher has tried to do something right
and ended up expressing an opinion that a kid has taken the
wrong way and reported to parents, and suddenly you get
that email saying the Headteacher would like a meeting with
you... So even with this guidance, the fact is...we’re very
rarely given the actual briefings and support.”

Senior Leader, Secondary, Male, West Midlands

“I think teaching staff are very apprehensive, because if there
is a conversation...it seems to be more and more [common],
especially in my school, that you'll get parents challenge
guidance, and you'll get complaints made against things that
have been said. So | think teachers are probably apprehensive
to kind of challenge things, or follow guidance, because there
always seems to be loopholes.”

Senior Leader, Secondary, Female, West Midlands




FINDING 9 - THE LACK OF CLARITY WITHIN POLITICAL IMPARTIALITY GUIDANCE IS INHIBITING
TEACHERS’ ABILITY TO ADDRESS CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION

Very few of the teachers within the qualitative research could tell us specifically
what the guidance said, but rather that it made them feel concerned to act in areas
they perceived to be political.

!’%n’t have enough of the information myself, especially if it’s
something that I’ve not heard about so sometimes | can be a
bit anxious [in case | address it wrongly]. I’ve had it with Gaza-
Palestine as well, where I’'m on the spot and I'm just like ‘Oh

/4

God, | don’t know what I’'m supposed to say’.

Senior Leaders, Primary, Female, West Midlands

g ple can't be political and we can’t be espousing what we
elieve to the children necessarily...goes back to what we were

saying earlier about the jabs and you can’t be saying ‘well | think

that’s nonsense because there is scientific evidence for this’ but

that’s as much about not upsetting parents and getting yourself

in hot water with management because you said something that
you don’t want to say...we are walking that fine.”

Classroom Teacher, Primary, Male, East of England

When the wording of the guidance was shared with them, teachers were concerned
aboutthe utility of the guidance in a live situation in a classroom - this was sometimes
linked to the plethora of guidance that teachers must follow.

Mave so many different [types of] guidance and so many
different things that we have to do.”

Classroom Teacher, Secondary, Female, East of England
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FINDING 10

YOUTH WORKERS RECOGNISE
THAT CONSPIRACY BELIEF,
MISINFORMATION AND
DISINFORMATION IS AN ISSUE
AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE,
ALTHOUGH THEY SEE THIS

IN THE CONTEXT OF WIDER
SOCIETAL CHALLENGES



SUMMARY

* Youth workers were concerned about the impact of the
online world on the young people they worked with.

» Despite this, the issue of online conspiracy belief,
misinformation and disinformation did not rank as high
in significance as some of the societal issues youth
workers are confronting - crime, poverty and a lack of
opportunities facing young people.
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FINDING 10 - YOUTH WORKERS RECOGNISE THAT CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND
DISINFORMATION IS AN ISSUE AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE, ALTHOUGH THEY SEE THIS IN THE CONTEXT
OF WIDER SOCIETAL CHALLENGES

The Commission’s original research demonstrated the need to understand the role
of the wider community and organisations who work with young people, specifically
the role of youth workers. We conducted qualitative research with the youth sector in
order to better understand how misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy belief
manifest in this space, and how it was being addressed.”

Largely, we found that youth workers and leaders in the sector were aware of the
challenges that came with the online world - including rising online conspiracy belief,
misinformation and disinformation. Youth workers recounted frequent conversations
with the young people they supported around online conspiracy belief, misinformation
and disinformation.

"Yeah, loads of misinformation. Sometimes | have young
people say something to me, and “I’'m like, where did you
hear that from?” And they’re like ‘yeah, TikTok".”

”So maybe there is misinformation that you‘re safer if you
carry a knife, but statistics show you that you’re more likely to
have that used against you.”

7 We conducted two focus groups with youth workers from the North West and London and
a roundtable with leaders from youth sector organisations to unpick how issues around on-
line conspiracy belief, misinformation and disinformation were arising in their interactions with
young people.




FINDING 10 - YOUTH WORKERS RECOGNISE THAT CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND

DISINFORMATION IS AN ISSUE AMONGST YOUNG PEOPLE, ALTHOUGH THEY SEE THIS IN THE CONTEXT

OF WIDER SOCIETAL CHALLENGES

They also noted that this often had a real impact on the behaviour of young people
- with young people becoming increasingly polarised in their beliefs around certain
issues when confronted. There was also concern that young people’s critical thinking
skills were declining. Several youth workers highlighted their belief that young
people are increasingly believing what they see on TikTok - and that this included a
significant amount of content which was not true or accurate.

”Young people will talk to me as if they know what’s happening
and they’re right, and it’s misconstrued, it’s misinformation,
and based on what they might have seen on Facebook or what
someone else has sent.”

Youth workers were generally supportive of additional training and up-to-date
resources to help them feel more equipped to counter these beliefs and support
young people to fact check this information.

“Something that could help would be to get more clarity on
the information itself, really, and how we could prove [to a
young person] that it is false information.”

“Youth workers need a big toolbox of interventions
to respond quickly to whatever the young person’s
talking about.”

However, they did not see fake news as one of the key issues facing the
particularly vulnerable young people that they support. When asked,
youth workers cited crime, complex safeguarding, children missing from
home, poverty and a lack of education and employment opportunities
as their most pressing concerns. They did not necessarily recognise the
intersection of misinformation and these wider societal challenges.

“I work with a lot of children that can’t even afford
a phone, and so, social media isn't even part of
their world. A lot of their world is the community
they grew up in, it’s expectations that they are part
of this gang and part of this postcode.”
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IMPACT INDEX




The Commission’s first report set out 11 recommendations
for how policymakers, schools and wider communities could
address the challenges of misinformation, disinformation
and conspiracy belief amongst young people. Over the last
year, the Commission has been committed to implementing
these recommendations.

Below, we set out the progress that has been made on the delivery
of each of these recommendations over the past 12 months.
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RECOMMENDATION PROGRESS

POLITICAL LEADERSHIP IS NEEDED FROM

THE DFE, OFSTED, MULTI-ACADEMY
TRUSTS AND LOCAL AUTHORITIES TO
SIGNAL TO SCHOOL LEADERS AND SCHOOL
STAFF THAT THEY CAN AND SHOULD BE
ADDRESSING CONSPIRACY BELIEF WITHOUT
FEAR OF REPRISAL.

During the Commission’s lifetime, concerns about online misinformation,
disinformation and conspiracy belief in schools have risen significantly up the political
agenda. The Commission has been regularly consulted by officials across multiple
Government teams and departments.

In September 2025, the Department for Education adopted the Commission’s
recommendation and updated its safeqguarding guidance, Keeping Children Safe in
Education (KCSIE), to include references to conspiracy belief, misinformation and
disinformation for the first time.

The Commission’s research has also informed wider policy development. The
independent Curriculum and Assessment Review cited the Commission’s research
in calling for children to gain vital skills to identify fake news, misinformation and
disinformation.

Ministers have engaged directly with the Commission’s work. In February 2026, Josh
MacAlister MP, Minister for Children and Families, joined a Commission-led fact-
finding visit to Estonia to explore international best practice.

TEACHERS MUST BE SUPPORTED TO

DEBUNK CONSPIRACIES WITH
REGULARLY UPDATED RESOURCES AND
BEST PRACTICE GUIDES.

In response to the recommendations, Pears Foundation has funded the National
Institute of Teaching (NIOT) to establish the Centre for Digital Information Literacy
in Schools (CDILS). This initiative will embed digital media literacy across teacher
education and professional development, including training, leadership qualifications,
online modules and classroom resources.

Pears Foundation has also funded UCL's Institute of Education (IOE) to deliver teacher
training focused on responding to conspiracy theories and online misinformation.
This includes piloted CPD, a national rollout, and the development of classroom
materials to support critical thinking.

EXPERT-LED, RESEARCH-INFORMED

AND SUSTAINED CONTINUOUS
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT (CPD) MUST
BE MADE AVAILABLE FOR SCHOOL STAFF
AND LEADERS.

The Commission’s second year of research has strengthened the evidence base
on professional development, providing new insights into the training and support
school staff need to feel confident addressing misinformation and disinformation.

The Pears-funded programmes at the NIOT and IOE will be expert-led and informed
by extensive research including piloting, interviews and randomised controlled trials.



RECOMMENDATION PROGRESS

TRAINING ON ADDRESSING

CONSPIRACY BELIEF, MISINFORMATION
AND DISINFORMATION SHOULD BE
EMBEDDED INTO TRAINING FOR EARLY
CAREER AND TRAINEE TEACHERS.

Both CDILS and the IOE are working to embed critical thinking, psychological insight
and media literacy across teacher development including working with trainee and
early career teachers.

EDUCATION ON CONSPIRACY BELIEF,

MISINFORMATION AND
DISINFORMATION SHOULD BEGIN IN
PRIMARY SCHOOL, WHERE CHILDREN’S

TRUST IN ADULTS IS GENERALLY STILL HIGH.

In its response to the Curriculum and Assessment Review, the Government accepted the
recommendation - informed by the Commission'’s first report - to introduce media literacy
in the primary curriculum.

CDILS and the IOE are developing resources for primary and secondary teachers.
The Commission has also committed to ensuring primary-aged pupils, primary school

staff and parents of primary-aged young people are represented in its ongoing
research. Children in years 5 and 6 were included in the 2026 research.

MEDIA LITERACY AND CRITICALITY

SHOULD BE EMBEDDED IN THE
CURRICULUM. THIS SHOULD BE
INTEGRATED ACROSS THE CURRICULUM,
INCLUDING IN ENGLISH LANGUAGE,
HISTORY, RS, CITIZENSHIP, SCIENCE,
COMPUTER SCIENCE AND MATHEMATICS.

The Government agreed to implement the recommendations of the independent
Curriculum and Assessment Review on a new statutory requirement for primary level
citizenship teaching, as well as updating and embedding content on media literacy
in Key Stage 3 and 4 across English, Citizenship, RSHE and Computing. The new
curriculum is expected to be rolled out from 2028.
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RECOMMENDATION PROGRESS

THERE NEEDS TO BE A WHOLE The Commission engages a wide range of stakeholders and regularly presents at sector
conferences to raise awareness and support policymakers addressing misinformation,
COMMUNITY APPROACH TO disinformation and conspiracy belief across society.

ADDRESSING CONSPIRACY BELIEF,
MISINFORMATION AND DISINFORMATION IN
SCHOOLS.

SPECIFIC TRAINING ON CONSPIRACY The Commission has expanded its research into the youth sector, convening a
roundtable with youth leaders and conducting focus groups with youth workers to
THEORIES, MISINFORMATION better understand how these issues manifest beyond schools and how they can be

AND DISINFORMATION SHOULD BE addressed collaboratively.
EMBEDDED INTO THE QUALIFICATIONS

FOR ALLIED AND ANCILLARY STAFF,

PARTICULARLY YOUTH WORKERS.

SPECIFIC TRAINING ON CONSPIRACY The September 2025 update to Keeping Children Safe in Education (KCSIE) included
explicit references to misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy belief for the first
THEORIES, MISINFORMATION time, embedding these issues within safequarding frameworks.

AND DISINFORMATION SHOULD BE
INCLUDED IN SAFEGUARDING TRAINING
AND PROCESSES.
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RECOMMENDATION PROGRESS

MORE RESEARCH SHOULD BE In 2026, the Commission will undertake dedicated research to better understand

1 how schools can engage with parents to support young people in navigating
UNDERTAKEN TO UNDERSTAND misinformation, disinformation and conspiracy content online.

HOW PARENTS AND FAMILIES CAN BE

SUPPORTED TO ADDRESS CONSPIRACY

BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND

DISINFORMATION AT HOME.

11 MORE RESEARCH NEEDS TO BE The Commission has paid close attention to recent policy changes affecting children

ith SEND. In summer 2025, it convened a roundtable to explore how misinformation,

UNDERTAKEN INTO HOW CONSPIRACY i

disinformation and conspiracy belief are experienced by pupils with SEND.

BELIEF, MISINFORMATION AND
DISINFORMATION PRESENTS AND IMPACTS
SPECIFIC GROUPS OF YOUNG PEOPLE,
INCLUDING YOUNG PEOPLE WITH SEND.
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METHODOLOGY




In its second year, the Commission built on the existing evidence base from
our 2025 research. We undertook both qualitative and quantitative research
with students, school staff, parents and youth workers to track how each
group understands the problem of conspiracy theories, misinformation and
disinformation, and how they thought it should be tackled.

YOUNG PEOPLE

We undertook an anonymous, online survey targeting 2,075 young people in
full-time education, aged 9 to 18, from 15th - 26th of July 2025.

The young people who participated in this research were between the ages
of 9 and 18 and across primary (Year 5 and 6), secondary (Year 7-11) post-16
education (Year 12 and 13). On the basis of our first year of research, we have
widened the age of those polled to include those in primary school. For ethical
reasons, primary school-aged pupils were not asked every question within the
survey. We have been clear throughout this report about the age range of each
question sample, where relevant.

In addition, we undertook a series of four focus groups with young people in
different secondary schools across England. These groups were undertaken
between December 2025 and January 2026. Each group was undertaken in
person at the students’ schools during the school day, facilitated by two trained
Public First researchers. All focus groups were undertaken in a semi-structured
format, with key discussion questions and flexibility for the discussion to be led
by young people. Student participants were identified through their schoals,
with a lead teacher supporting Public First facilitators to arrange the groups.
All pupils were in Year 10. Socioeconomic status, prior attainment and ethnicity
reflected school intake. Two of the groups were single-sex groups.

LOCATION GENDER FSM ETHNICITY YEAR
School A County Durham Boys Mixed Representative 10
of school intake
School A County Durham Girls Mixed 10
School B West Midlands Mixed FSM 10
eligible
School B West Midlands Mixed Non FSM 10
eligible

PARENTS

We undertook an anonymous, online survey which encompassed 2,018 parents
of young people in full-time education aged 9 to 18 from 8th - 22nd July 2025.

SCHOOL STAFF

We undertook an anonymous, online survey targeting 524 school staff in
primary, secondary and post 16 education, from 4th July - 1st of August 2025.

Throughout the research carried out for this Commission, we have referred to
'school staff’ rather than ‘teachers’. This was a deliberate choice to cast the net
more widely across schools to include all staff who work in schools, rather than
just teaching staff. Although some of the challenges identified in this research
doubtless manifest specifically within a classroom setting and are dealt with
by teachers, conspiracy belief, misinformation and disinformation does not
respect the walls of the classroom, and we felt it important to include all staff
working in schools. This included (but is not limited to) teaching assistants,
catering staff, school site and maintenance teams, IT support staff, cleaning
staff and cover supervisors. Anyone who worked regularly in a school was
identified as a potential research participant. Where ‘teachers’ were identified
as a particular subgroup, they have been described as such.

We ran five independently recruited focus groups with classroom teachers
and senior leaders within primary and secondary schools. They were also
recruited to include mixed gender, ethnicity and geographic demographics.
Participants were from state schools only. All the school staff focus groups
were run online, facilitated by a Public First researcher. They were undertaken
in a semi-structured format, with key discussion questions and flexibility for the
discussion. These focus groups ran in November and December 2025.

LOCATION SENIORITY PHASE ETHNICITY GENDER

Group 1 East of England Classroom Primary and Mixed Mixed
Teachers secondary

Group 2 West Midlands Classroom Primary and Mixed Mixed
Teachers secondary

Group 3 Eastof England Middle Primary and Mixed Mixed
leaders secondary

Group 4 \West Midlands Senior Primary Mixed Mixed
leaders

Group 5 \West Midlands Senior Secondary  Mixed Mixed
leaders
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YOUTH WORKERS

We ran two independently recruited focus groups with youth workers in
different settings. All youth workers focus groups were run online, facilitated
by a Public First researcher. They were undertaken in a semi-structured
format, with key discussion questions and flexibility for the discussion. These
focus groups ran in December 2025.

LOCATION ETHNICITY GENDER
Group 1 North West Mixed Mixed
Group 2 London Mixed Mixed

We also ran an online roundtable of leading organisations within the youth
sector in November 2025. This included:

1. Ndidi Okezie, CEO, Business in the Community (Chair)
2. Bridget Kohner, Deputy Director, Pears Foundation

3. Kayleigh Wainwright, Head of Youth Strategy Engagement, Department
for Culture, Media and Sport

4. Rosie Ferguson OBE, CEO of UK Youth

5. Berenice Levenez, Director Strategy, Technology & Transformation,
Girlguiding

6. Hilary Maywood, Head of Youth Programme, The Scouts
7. Rashid Igbal, CEO at The Winch
8. Professor Lynn Davies, Founder at Connect Futures

9. Kwame Westerman, CATCH Leeds

SOCIOECONOMIC GRADE

Throughout this research, we refer to different socioeconomic groups, as
defined by the National Readership Survey's Social Grade system.® Social
Grade is a classification system-based on occupation and is based on the
main income earner in the household. The classifications are:

SOCIAL GRADE DESCRIPTION % OF POPULATION

A Higher managerial, administrative and 4
professional

B Intermediate managerial, administra- 23
tive and professional

Cc1 Supervisory, clerical and junior mana- 28
gerial, administrative and professional

c2 Skilled manual workers 20

D Semi-skilled and unskilled manual 15
workers

E State pensioners, casual and lowest 10
grade workers, unemployed with state
benefits only

POLLING

Public First is a member of the British Polling Council, and company partners
of the Market Research Society. Public First adheres to the professional
standards set out by these bodies, including our duty of transparency. Full
polling tables for all three polls undertaken in this research are available on
Public First's website.® As with all opinion polls, there is a margin of error
in the answers, and the margin of error is greater when sample sizes are
smaller (when there are cross-breaks of specific groups of people). For pupils
and parents, the margin of error is +/-3%. For school staff, it is +/-4%. All
polling numbers in this report should be read on this basis.

8 National Readership Survey. (2016). Social Grade. Accessed: https://nrs.co.uk/nrs-print/lifestyle-and-classification-data/social-grade/
9 Public First (2026). Commission into Countering Online Conspiracies in Schools. Accessed: www.publicfirst.co.uk


https://nrs.co.uk/nrs-print/lifestyle-and-classification-data/social-grade/
http://www.publicfirst.co.uk

SAFEGUARDING AND ETHICAL RESEARCH

Inherent within the Commission were significant ethical considerations that had to be
considered and navigated in order to ensure that the research did not cause harm to
any individual or groups. Public First has broad experience of undertaking research with
vulnerable groups and on politically sensitive and challenging issues, including with
young people, individuals with special educational needs and minority groups.

The Commission, and its research partner Public First, are committed to the very
highest standards of ethical conduct in our research, and we adhere to the professional
standards set out by the Market Research Society and British Polling Council, of which we
are members.'® Specific attention was paid to ensuring that informed consent was given
by all participants prior to taking part in the research, particularly the young people who
took part, and their parents. Additional safeguarding measures were put in place with
the schools who supported this project, and a named contact was provided for young
people after each focus group so that any concerns could be addressed.

The identifying features of all participants have been anonymised to protect their privacy.
This report uses so called ‘thick description’ - detailed observations of characteristics
and context - to narrate and interpret what has been observed and discussed within
a broader context, and provides analysis based upon the voices of participants. Their
words remain unchanged. Public First's goal with this research was to explore how
conspiracy theories are understood. We did not conduct this research in order to find
out how widely held beliefs are, or to test how believable different theories would be.
Instead, our questions and research focus on the perceptions of conspiracy theories, the
downstream effects, and how educators can best respond. At all stages of the research,
when specific examples of conspiracy theories were discussed, the research team made
explicitly clear that these were widely discredited or had no factual basis.

10  British Polling Council: https://www.britishpollingcouncil.org/ ; Market Research Society: https://
www.mrs.org.uk/
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