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Education plays an important role in increasing social skills. In this regard, the
present study investigated the relationship between media literacy and social
skills with the mediation of students' critical thinking skills. The research
method was descriptive and correlational. The statistical population of the
present study consisted of all first-year high school students in Iranshahr city in
the academic year 1401-1402, from which 200 students were selected as the
research sample using multi-stage cluster sampling. To collect data, Gresham
and Elliott's (1990) social skills questionnaire, philosophical media literacy
(2014) and Ricketts' (2003) critical thinking questionnaire were used. Data
analysis was performed using correlation coefficients and structural equation
modeling. The results of data analysis showed that there was a positive and
significant relationship between media literacy and critical thinking with the
total score of social skills and its components (P<0.05). The results of structural
equation modeling also showed that the model had a good fit, and critical
thinking played a mediating role in the relationship between media literacy and
students' social skills (P<0.05). Based on the results of the present study, it can
be seen that media literacy and critical thinking have significant direct and
indirect effects on students' social skills and should be considered in educational
programs.
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Introduction

Social skills are a complex set of abilities that are necessary for adapting to and coping with different social
situations. These skills foster healthy relationships and affect the overall functioning of the individual.
Researchers believe that social skills are primarily acquired through learning and include the ability to
initiate appropriate and effective communication with others, as well as to provide useful and appropriate
responses (Irwan et al., 2024). Social skills are interactive in nature, involve effective and appropriate
responses, and their performance is influenced by the characteristics of the individual and the environment
in which the skill in question occurs. On the other hand, in the present era, media, especially interactive
media, has occupied an important place. These media have a special appeal among adolescents and young
people, and the lives of many of this age group related to new technologies (Rocheleau & Chiasson, 2022).
The media is a phenomenon that encompasses a large part of their daily lives and is their most important
channel of communication with the world. This phenomenon has penetrated all aspects of public and
private life, including ethics, religion, politics, society, and culture. Media literacy provides a perspective
for confronting the media and interpreting the messages received. Media literacy is a multifaceted ability
that enables people to receive information through the media, critically interpret it, and express their
thoughts, beliefs, and abilities to design media (Kalantzis & Cope, 2025).

It is also important to note that media literacy can be a valuable tool for developing critical thinking
skills (Mustapha et al., 2024). Researchers define critical thinking as logical and reasoned thinking that
focuses on decision-making and judgment about beliefs and actions. Critical thinking includes two aspects:
critical thinking skills and dispositions. The critical thinking skills aspect emphasizes cognitive strategies,
while the critical thinking disposition aspect emphasizes the attitudinal components of thinking and
sustained internal motivation to solve problems. Critical thinking skills are a type of cognitive skill (Steiner
etal., 2025).

It seems reasonable to assume, based on current models and previous research, that media literacy
leads to an increase in critical thinking in individuals and that critical thinking, in turn, leads to an
enhancement of social skills. However, despite the expectation from prior studies that direct and indirect
relationships exist among these variables, no research has examined this model specifically among
students yet. Most of the existing research has focused directly or indirectly on other groups and various
variables. Given this research gap and the need to address the factors affecting students' social skills—
especially in an era where media is heavily present in daily life— the purpose of this study is to answer
the question: Does critical thinking play a mediating role in the relationship between media literacy and
students' communication skills?

Research findings

Based on demographic information, 40 (20%) participants were boys and 160 (80%) were girls. In terms
of age, 67 (33.5%) were 13 years old, 68 (34%) were 14 years old, and 65 (32.5%) were 15 years old.
Furtheremore, the results of the Pearson correlation coefficient test revealed a positive and significant
relationship between the components of critical thinking and media literacy with social skills in students
(P<0.05). The results of the structural equation test also showed that the model had a good fit and that
critical thinking had a mediating role in the relationship between media literacy and the social skills of
students (P<0.05). In this way, media literacy and critical thinking explain 62% of the variance of social
skills in total. In addition, media literacy explained 67% of the variance in critical thinking skill. The results
of the direct test revealed that the direct effect of media literacy on critical thinking (0.80) was positive
and significant at the 0.001 level. The direct effect of critical thinking on social skills (0.79) was also
positive and significant at the 0.001 level. The results of indirect effects also showed that the indirect effect
of media literacy on social skills (0.64) was positive and significant at the 0.001 level. Given that this effect
is exerted on social skills through critical thinking, it can be concluded that critical thinking plays a
mediating role in the relationship between media literacy and social skills.
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Discussion and Conclusion

This study investigated the mediating role of critical thinking in the relationship between media literacy
and students' social skills. The results of this study revealed that there is a positive and significant
relationship between media literacy and critical thinking with students' social skills; in addition, critical
thinking played a mediating role in the relationship between media literacy and students' social skills.
These results are indirectly and implicitly in line with the results of some previous studies, including Scull
et al. (2022), Ku et al. (2019), and Ghorbani Rezvan and Mirzaei (2024), which have shown the effects of
media literacy and critical thinking on social skills. In explaining the relationship between media literacy
and social skills, it can be argued that a large part of adolescents' emotional and communication
development occurs through the media. Media literacy helps the audience increase their level of knowledge
and information and not to use the media out of habit or just for fun. In addition, given that communication
and media technologies are constantly changing and unstoppable, learning should be lifelong and can
generally affect the improvement of social skills (Friedman et al., 2025). In explaining the relationship
between critical thinking and social skills, it can be argued that people who develop and use critical
thinking skills are able to think directly, recognize the limitations of their knowledge, and analyze
important issues before acting on them, which affects the improvement of their interpersonal and social
relationships. In addition, people with critical thinking skills practice issues and are given the opportunity
to think and reflect on social and cognitive skills (Pagan-Castario et al., 2025).

Based on the results of this study, it is suggested that by implementing workshops and briefing
sessions to educate and improve media literacy and critical thinking among students, teachers and
education professionals, a step should be taken toward increasing students' social skills, which will have a
positive outcome in improving the educational quality of the education system.
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