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Abstract 

The distinction between scientific expertise and persuasive pseudoscience is becoming 

increasingly indistinct in contemporary digital environments, resulting in epistemically hostile 

domains. The present, empirical study investigates the epistemic agency of 130 Italian high 

school students as they evaluate the credibility of scientific and pseudoscientific content in 

an ecologically valid, Instagram-style setting. Through a thorough examination of the 

rationales provided for these assessments, we have categorised 17 evaluative strategies 

into three overarching classifications: lateral reading (i.e., distributed vigilance), cues (i.e., 

social/aesthetic deference), and plausibility (i.e., internal coherence). 

The findings of this study demonstrate that lateral reading was the most frequently used and 

correlated with higher judgment accuracy, though not statistically significant. Plausibility-

based reasoning, by contrast, often led to incorrect classifications and cues-based 

evaluations were applied in about one out of ten cases. Furthermore, over 60% of students 

conducted external searches, but only half were judged effective. A significant proportion of 

the participants revised their initial judgments during the task, with most of these revisions 

resulting in enhanced accuracy and intellectual humility.  

Overall, these findings suggest that adolescents possess an innate capacity for epistemic 

vigilance, which can be cultivated through reflective practices. It is our conclusion, therefore, 

that digital literacy interventions should move beyond the mere cultivation of technical skills, 

instead focusing on the promotion of reflective reasoning, effective search habits, and critical 
engagement with diverse epistemic resources. 
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