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Political awareness among university students constitutes a fundamental
prerequisite for active citizenship and democratic participation in contemporary
societies. Adopting a quantitative approach and a descriptive-correlational design,
the present study investigated the relationship between media literacy, critical
thinking, and political awareness among students at Vali-e-Asr University of
Rafsanjan. The statistical population comprised all undergraduate students enrolled
during the first semester of the 20242025 academic year. Applying Cochran’s
formula with a 5% margin of error, the required sample size was estimated at 370
participants; however, to compensate for potential incomplete responses, 410
questionnaires were distributed, of which 380 valid cases were ultimately analyzed.
A stratified random sampling method proportional to the population size of each
faculty was employed. Data collection instruments included three standardized
questionnaires: the Media Literacy Questionnaire, developed by Gholamreza Falsafi
(2014); the California Critical Thinking Skills Test, originally devised by Facione
and colleagues (1989-1990); and the Political Awareness Questionnaire,
constructed by Masoudnia (2008). The reliability of the instruments was assessed
using Cronbach’s alpha coefficients, which ranged from 0.77 to 0.79, indicating
acceptable internal consistency. Data were analyzed using SPSS software,
employing Pearson correlation coefficients and multiple linear regression analyses.
The findings revealed a positive and significant relationship between media literacy
and political awareness. Moreover, a stronger positive association was observed
between critical thinking and political awareness. The multiple regression results
further indicated that the combined dimensions of media literacy and critical
thinking accounted for approximately 62.6% of the variance in political awareness.
Among the subcomponents, "awareness of hidden agendas" and "inductive
reasoning" emerged as the most substantial predictors of political awareness,
respectively. These findings underscore the imperative of integrating media literacy
and critical thinking instruction into university curricula to enhance the political
awareness of the younger generation.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In an era of rapid technological
transformations and high-velocity information
flows, political awareness among university
students has become an existential necessity
for maintaining a healthy public sphere, rather
than merely a cultural value. Students, as the
active and future-shaping core of society,
need not only to understand events but also to
question "why" and "for whose benefit
critically." This distinguishes superficial
awareness from analytical awareness, which
forms the basis for informed participation and
social responsibility. Previous research has
confirmed that political education should be a
central pillar of 21st-century curricula, as
sustainable democracy depends on citizens
with political knowledge and critical thinking
skills. Therefore, this study was designed to
investigate the relationship between media
literacy, critical thinking, and political
awareness among students at Vali-e-Asr
University of Rafsanjan.

Literature Review

In  contemporary  research, political
awareness 1s viewed not merely as
accumulated knowledge about political
institutions, but as a dynamic capacity shaped
by technological, media, and ideological
developments. Studies indicate that critical
thinking and political awareness are closely
interconnected, with critical thinking serving
as a prerequisite for deep and reasoned
political understanding. Media literacy,
defined as the ability to access, analyze,
evaluate, and create media content, has been
identified as another essential skill for
informed citizenship in the digital age. The
theoretical framework draws on Apple's
critical pedagogy, which emphasizes that
educational and media systems play a hidden
role in reproducing power structures and
ideologically directing citizens' orientations.
Empirical studies, both domestic and
international,  consistently  confirm the
positive relationship between these variables,
though comprehensive research examining all
three simultaneously remains scarce.

Methodology

This quantitative, descriptive-correlational
study was conducted among all undergraduate
students at Vali-e-Asr University of Rafsanjan
during the first semester of the 2024-2025
academic year (over 8,000 students). Using
Cochran's formula with a 5% error margin, a
sample size of 370 participants was estimated;
410 questionnaires were distributed, and 380
valid cases were analyzed. Stratified random
sampling proportional to each faculty's
population was employed. Data collection
utilized three standardized instruments: the
Media Literacy Questionnaire (Falsafi, 2014),
the California Critical Thinking Skills Test
(Facione et al., 1989—-1990), and the Political
Awareness Questionnaire (Masoudnia, 2008).
Reliability coefficients (Cronbach's alpha)
ranged from 0.77 to 0.79, indicating
acceptable internal consistency. Data were
analyzed using SPSS through Pearson
correlation and multiple linear regression.

Findings

Pearson correlation results revealed a
positive and significant relationship between
media literacy and political awareness (r =
0.433, p <0.01), as well as a stronger positive
relationship between critical thinking and
political awareness (r = 0.773, p < 0.01).
Multiple regression analysis indicated that the
combination of media literacy and critical
thinking dimensions accounted for
approximately 62.6% of the variance in
political awareness (R? = 0.626, F = 315.96, p
< 0.001). Among media literacy dimensions,
"awareness of hidden agendas" (B = 0.351)
and "critical perspective" (B = 0.238) were the
strongest predictors. Among critical thinking
dimensions, "inductive reasoning" (B = 0.420)
and "inference" (B = 0.344) demonstrated the
greatest predictive power.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that both media
literacy and critical thinking significantly
correlate with students' political awareness.
Students who can analyze media messages
critically and think beyond surface-level
information demonstrate deeper political
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understanding. These results align with
previous studies emphasizing that media
literacy provides skills for detecting bias and
ideological agendas, while critical thinking
serves as a cognitive filter for evaluating
political messages. The combination of these
competencies creates a foundation for
informed, active, and responsible
citizenship—essential qualities in today's
digital society. However, due to limitations
such as the single-university population, self-
report data, and cross-sectional design, causal
inferences cannot be drawn. It s
recommended that university curricula
integrate media literacy and critical thinking
training, particularly in  general and
citizenship ~ education  courses.  Future
longitudinal and intervention studies are
suggested to explore causal relationships and
the role of cultural and social factors in
developing political awareness.
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