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On the occasion of the 50th Anniversary of the National Telemedia Council, we have taken the 

opportunity to produce this “Festschrift” presenting the most current thinking by some of the top 

media literacy authors in the world.

Visions/Revisions: Moving Forward with Media Education is intended to be useful to scholars, edu-

cators, media literacy classes at universities, colleges and high schools, and anyone in the English-

speaking world who is a citizen of the global society at the turn of the century. It captures the best 

thinking about media literacy education. We hope this book will be a springboard for new ideas 

to come and that it will encourage the ongoing development of a new generation of reflective 

young media users and producers who are able to be mindful, critical thinkers and consumers of 

the media.

The authors represented in this volume reflect a considered distinction between the goals and pur-

poses of media literacy education and the equally important but distinct work of scholars in the field 

of media reform advocacy. Our co-editors, noted media literacy professionals Barry Duncan, from 

Toronto, Canada, and Kathleen Tyner, from San Francisco, two of the most influential leaders in 

the field, have brought together the exciting and trend-setting thinkers, doers, the leaders and the 

key visionaries who have had a hand in shaping the intellectual foundation of media literacy and 

are today at the forefront of media education around the world. Many of these authors are regular 

contributors to Telemedium, the Journal of Media Literacy, but the articles that follow represent the 

authors’ latest thinking. In the 16 essays, 19 authors address the major issues that comprise the field. 

They give us their best thoughts and inspire us with eloquent essays on the challenges that lie ahead 

for Education in the Twenty-first Century. Their insights are a vision for the future. We are indebted 

to them all for the generous, freely shared gift of their knowledge and experience.

Preface
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Telemedium,The Journal of Media Literacy, holds a philosophy that takes a positive, non-judg-

mental approach to media literacy education as an essential life skill. The publisher, the National 

Telemedia Council, encourages free expression of views on all aspects of media literacy, intended 

to increase learning and growth toward a media wise society.

It is with deep gratitude that we acknowledge the extraordinary efforts and contributions of 

Kathleen Tyner and Barry Duncan, and of the outstanding contributors to this publication.

Marieli Rowe

Editor of Telemedium, The Journal of Media Literacy

Dr. Martin Rayala

President of The National Telemedia Council
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This special issue of Telemedium coincides with the National Telemedia Council’s 50th anni-

versary of service to media educators. Visions/Revisions: Moving Forward with Media Education 

represents a diverse collection of articles intended as an “environmental scan” of the field from 

international media education scholars and practitioners. The result is a range of perspectives, 

reflections and emerging theories about media education from leaders in the field. 

The editors by no means agree with all the theories and practices put forth in this volume. Instead, 

we did our best to ensure that each author’s authentic voice came through with fidelity. For this 

reason, you will see occasional British spellings and quirky metaphors that other American journals 

may have edited for consistency. We also struggled with ideas that we found decidedly out of sync 

with our own. For example, just when media educators declare inoculation theories for media 

education finally dead, new authors emerge to embrace it anew. And other authors step up with 

counter arguments. In the end, we were guided by the spirit of media education, that is, the belief 

that our readers would negotiate meaning for themselves and place each article in its proper context. 

The authors were invited to work with topics of their choosing and the articles can be organized 

around overlapping topics that explore the relationship of media education to digital technologies 

and culture, media literacy and democracy, and the theory and practice of media education. In 

addition, media educators from Argentina, Australia, Canada, England, Hong Kong, Japan, Spain 

and New Zealand present case studies for media education as it is introduced and implemented 

internationally.

Introduction

Kathleen Tyner  a n d  Barry Duncan
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Suffice to say, dichotomies and tensions in the media education field are alive and well. We did 

not set out to resolve them. As readers will discover, Visions/Revisions: Moving Forward with Media 

Education attests to the fact that the more things change, the more they remain the same. More 

importantly, fresh trends and insights emerge in these articles to push the theory and practice of 

media education forward. These shifts in thinking and lessons learned from leaders in the field of 

media education represent both subtle and substantial progress that we hope will inform media 

education efforts around the world.

Welcoming the New Media and Digital Culture

Discussion of the use of digital media tools for learning by many of the authors in this volume 

represent a much-needed bridge between media analysis and practice. Nonetheless, integrating 

digital technologies with learning leaves many media educators in a sea of doubt and the articles 

reflect that anxiety. Experienced author, David Buckingham, rescues us by making the case for an 

enlightened pedagogy which addresses areas such as audience and representation. 

Digital culture also implies an expanded concept of literacy. Alfonso Gutiérrez Martín describes 

“multimedia literacy” as concerned with skills and attitudes which foster “personal autonomy and 

a critical spirit.” Gutiérrez details the way that new media technologies can transform the aims 

and practices of media education.

Testing the Limits of Democracy

It is no coincidence that several of our authors are concerned about the connection between 

media and democracy. Inevitably, media education raises issues about the purposes of schooling 

and related classroom practices. Ferguson addresses the way that media education links impor-

tant issues of schooling and democracy. He helps media educators to clarify their use of the term 

‘democracy’ by raising key questions about its application in contemporary schooling.   Alfonso 

Gutiérrez Martín makes a direct connection between his work with media educators in Spain and 

offers practical ways to strengthen democratic institutions through the study of media. 
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The role of media education in democracy is especially powerful when argued from the context of 

fledgling democracies. Media education advocate Alice Lee is concerned about democratic access 

to the media because of the conservative strictures imposed by the relatively new government 

in Hong Kong. Democracy is also a fragile process in Latin American countries, as Argentinean 

media educator Roxana Morduchowicz reminds us. Furthermore, writers demonstrate that the 

interplay between media and democracy is complex, raising questions about the uses of media 

education as a protective factor against egregious human rights abuses. Len Masterman chronicles 

the use of government propaganda to stage systematic genocide in Rwanda and to wage war 

around the globe. In a quirky synchronicity, Masterman and Morduchowicz find similar patterns 

in media coverage of the Falklands/Malvinas War between England and Argentina from both 

sides of the firing line.

Less dramatic but still crucial is the US news media’s reluctance to cover the protest movement 

which David Considine judges as a blow for a vigilant democracy. David Considine presents 

strategies for social studies teachers to incorporate media education skills and content as a way 

to reinvigorate “civics” education. These articles alone could form the basis of a lively multidisci-

plinary forum.

Media Education Theory and Practice

There are many controversies and sites of struggle in the field of media education which Neil 

Andersen labels as a series of “identity crises” and concludes that all are resolvable. In spite of 

divergent views, there is consensus that media education should be grounded in sound learning 

theory and viable classroom practices.  

Geoff Lealand, Maureen Baron and Lee Rother see these elements in the service of  critical auton-

omy, the ultimate goal of media education. Lealand makes the case for student-centered media 

courses where flexibility and critical thinking are encouraged. 

However idealistic and elusive our pursuit, Robert Kubey reminds us that good intentions are 

no substitute for hard evidence of successful outcomes. Kubey insists that the field needs more 

demanding research to guide our practice. Along these lines, Australian authors Robyn Quin 
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and Barrie McMahon lay out a sophisticated model for the way that rigorous and thoughtful 

approaches can be used to support students as they make sense of diverse social identities and 

media representations. American educator and researcher Renee Hobbs offers insight and exam-

ples from her significant experience in the field as teachers struggle to integrate media education 

across the curriculum. Frank Baker offers practical advice and relevant research for those who hope 

to use media education in health prevention efforts. 

Media Education Around the World

Although media education is global, successful efforts are customized for local conditions and 

authors reflect their geographical contexts. Geoff Leland’s article about media education in New 

Zealand is an inspirational breath of fresh air as he celebrates the recent growth and optimism 

about media literacy in New Zealand. In contrast, Alice Lee details the struggle for media educa-

tion as a flexible, socially-relevant pedagogy in Hong Kong. She relates educator fear about youth’s 

uses of the Internet—a communication medium which recognizes no social, geographical or 

political borders. Lee concludes that only through professional development networks will teach-

ers find ways of using media education to cope with these changes.  

Shin Mizukoshi and Yuhei Yamauchi describe an ambitious media literacy project in Japan known 

as MELL (Media Expression, Learning and Literacy Project). Interdisciplinary in nature, MELL 

responds to the excessively centralized nature of Japanese mass communications. Mizukoshi and 

Yamauchi detail the MELL model for media education and describe field-tested strategies for 

introducing media analysis and practice into the classroom. 

Canadian Chris Worsnop concludes Visions/Revisions: Moving Forward with Media Education with 

a rallying cry. His heartfelt polemic squares off against the mind-numbing limitations imposed on 

media education by academic “effects models” and the standardized testing trend. Worsnop cau-

tions media educators to rise above their perverse media bashing tendencies. Instead, he encour-

ages media educators to embrace life enhancing and progressive pedagogies to ensure successful 

media teaching and learning for generations to come.
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PART ONE
Welcoming the New Media  

and Digital Culture



DAVID BUCKINGHAM is Professor of Education at the Institute of Education, University 
of London, where he directs the Centre for the Study of Children, Youth and Media (www.
ccsonline.org.uk/mediacentre). He is the author or editor of fifteen books, including Children 
Talking Television (1993), Moving Images (1996), The Making of Citizens (2000) and After the Death 
of Childhood (2000). His latest book, Media Education: Literacy, Learning and Contemporary Culture 
has just been published by Polity Press.
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The advent of digital technologies has presented significant new opportunities and challenges for 

media educators. In many countries, there has been a massive investment in providing informa-

tion and communication technologies in schools. To date, however, much of the debate has been 

concerned with providing access: it still seems to be assumed that ‘wiring up’ schools will produce 

automatic benefits, irrespective of how these technologies are actually used. Yet now that the ini-

tial euphoria is beginning to wear thin, we need to look more closely at what and how children 

can actually learn with digital media. This is a debate in which media educators may have a great 

deal to offer. 

On one level, these technologies provide us with a new set of objects and processes for study. 

Self-evidently, one cannot teach about the contemporary media without taking account of the 

role of the Internet, computer games and the convergence between ‘old’ and ‘new’ media. These 

technologies also offer significant potential for media production: they make several aspects of 

production much more accessible for students, and offer a degree of control over the process that 

helps to bring ‘theory’ closer to ‘practice’. Yet in capitalising on the potential of digital technology, 

media educators also need to be insisting on some fundamental questions and principles.

Digital Literacies 
Media Education and New Media Technologies

David Buckingham
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New Media, New Styles of Learning

For most children, computers are no longer primarily an educational medium, as they were ten or 

fifteen years ago. On the contrary, they are now a significant part of children’s popular culture. Uses 

of computers in the home are massively dominated by video games; and leisure uses of the Internet 

(for example in the form of chat rooms and entertainment sites) are becoming increasingly significant. 

Of course, these new media must to some extent teach the skills that are needed to use and inter-

pret them – just as books teach readers about how to read. Children’s everyday uses of computer 

games or the internet involve a range of informal learning processes, in which participants are 

simultaneously ‘teachers’ and ‘learners’. Children learn to use these media largely through trial 

and error - through exploration, experimentation and play; and collaboration with others - both 

in face-to-face and virtual forms - is an essential element of the process. Traditional forms of 

teaching, which involve the transmission of a fixed body of information, are largely irrelevant here.

Playing a computer game, for example, involves an extensive series of cognitive processes: remem-

bering, hypothesis testing, predicting and strategic planning. Players generally agree that the best 

computer games are those which offer the greatest cognitive challenges, and which precisely refuse 

to position them as ‘children’. While game players are often deeply immersed in the virtual world 

of the game, dialogue and exchange with others is crucial. And game playing is also a ‘multi-liter-

ate’ activity: it involves interpreting complex three-dimensional visual environments, reading both 

on-screen and off-screen texts (such as games magazines) and processing auditory information. 

Likewise, participation in chat rooms requires very specific skills in language and interpersonal 

communication. Young people have to learn to ‘read’ subtle nuances, often on the basis of minimal 

cues. They have to learn the rules and etiquette of on-line communication, and to shift quickly 

between genres or language registers. Provided they are sensible about divulging personal informa-

tion, chat rooms provide young people with a safe arena for rehearsing and exploring aspects of 

identity and personal relationships that may not be available elsewhere. Here again, much of the 

learning is carried out without explicit teaching: it involves active exploration, ‘learning by doing’, 

apprenticeship rather than direct instruction. Above all, it is profoundly social: it arises through 

immersion in a ‘community of practice’. 



Compared with the demanding multi-media experiences many children have outside school, 

much classroom work is bound to appear unexciting. Even where they do use computers and other 

media in schools, many children complain that this is far too limited and restrictive. Children who 

use the Internet at home have a strong sense of their own autonomy and authority as learners, and 

they want to contribute rather than simply consume. Yet this is precisely what is so often denied 

to them in school.

In this respect, we may be seeing a widening gulf between the styles of learning that are cultivated 

by formal schooling and those that characterise children’s out-of-school experiences. Children are 

now immersed in a consumer culture that positions them as active and autonomous; yet in school, 

a great deal of their learning is passive and teacher-directed. Indeed, some have argued that this 

situation is potentially explosive – perhaps particularly for boys, who may be highly self-confident 

users of technology but who are increasingly perceived as failures in the context of school learning. 

If the provision of technology in schools remains as restricted as it currently is, disaffection may 

simply become more widespread.

Towards Digital Literacies

However, it would be quite false to pretend that young people are already competent users of these 

new media, or that they necessarily know all they need to know. As in other areas, young people may 

have the advantage of a kind of wild confidence in their dealings with technology. Yet the majority of 

young people are far from being autonomous ‘cyber kids’: they are uncertain, they lack information, 

and they are often frustrated by the failure of the technology to achieve what it promises. 

At present, there is a lack of easily available support and advice that might enable young people to 

use these media critically and creatively. For example, the anonymity and ease of access afforded 

by the Web permits the dissemination of a whole range of false or unreliable information. In the 

case of health information or political news, for instance, the web offers unprecedented opportuni-

ties for disseminating rumours and lies – with potentially very far-reaching consequences. There 

is a need for much more independent consumer advice and public information on these issues; 

although ultimately schools will have to play a central role in developing the ‘digital literacies’ that 

will enable young people to deal with the challenges of the new media world. 

4



The skills that children need in relation to digital media are not confined to those of information 

retrieval. They need more than lessons in how to use word processors or search engines. As with 

print, children also need to be able to evaluate and use information critically if they are to trans-

form it into knowledge. Furthermore, digital literacy is more than simply a matter of protecting 

children from the dangers of digital media. As with older media, children need to be empowered 

to make informed choices on their own behalf, and to protect and regulate themselves.

Digital literacy therefore needs to address the more ‘critical’ questions - for example, about 

production and representation - with which media educators have traditionally been concerned. 

Rather than seeing the Web as a neutral source of ‘information’, students need to be asking ques-

tions about the sources of that information, the interests of its producers, and the ways in which 

it represents the world. They also need to understand that these technological developments are 

related to broader social and economic changes. They are largely driven, not by a neutral process 

of technological change, but by a much more general move towards a market-led media system, 

in which the maximising of profit increasingly takes precedence over public service imperatives. 

The box below shows how the basic conceptual framework of media education might be applied 

specifically to the World Wide Web. Readers might well be able to think of additional issues; and 

consider how similar questions might be applied to other new media such as computer games or 

chat rooms.

5

The World Wide Web: Issues For Study

Production 
The technologies that are used to generate and disseminate material on the Web.

The importance of commercial influences, and the role of advertising, promotion 

and sponsorship.

The use of the Internet by individuals or interest groups as a means of persuasion 

and influence.

The relationships between the Web and other media such as television and com-

puter games.



Representation
The ways in which Web sites claim to ‘tell the truth’, and establish their authenticity and 

authority.

The presence or absence of particular viewpoints or aspects of experience.

How readers can make judgments about reliability, bias and accuracy, for example by  

comparing Web sites with each other or with other sources.

Language
The use of visual and verbal ‘rhetorics’ in the design of  Web sites.

How Web sites are structured in order to encourage users to navigate in particular ways.

How users are addressed: for example, in terms of formality and ‘user-friendliness’.

The kinds of ‘interactivity’ that are on offer, and the degrees of control and feedback they 

afford to the user.

Audience
The ways in which users can be targeted by commercial appeals, both visibly and invisibly.

How the Web is used to gather information about consumers.

How different groups of people use the Internet in their daily lives, and for what purposes.

How individuals or groups interpret particular sites, and the pleasures they gain from using them.

6

Models of Digital Production

Of course, literacy involves writing as well as reading; and several of these understandings can be 

developed - in some instances, more effectively and enjoyably - through the experience of creative 

production. With digital technology, quite young children can easily produce multimedia texts, 

and even interactive hypermedia. Some children at least are likely to have access to such technol-

ogy in their homes; and some may be using it for creative purposes, for example for video editing, 

manipulating images or creating music. It is in this area that some of the more exciting educational 

possibilities of digital technology may be found.

As with older media, multimedia authoring packages are now increasingly being used as a means 

of assisting subject learning in a range of curriculum areas. Here, students produce their own 

multimedia texts in the form of Web sites or CD-ROMs, often combining written text, visual 
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images, simple animation, audio and video material. Vivi Lachs (2000), for example, describes a 

range of production activities undertaken with primary school students in learning about science, 

geography or history. These projects generally involve children ‘re-presenting’ their learning for 

an audience of younger children in the form of multimedia teaching materials. One of the most 

challenging aspects of this work is precisely the interactivity: the students have to think hard about 

how different users might interpret and use what they produce, and how they will navigate their 

way around. Yet although such productions frequently draw on elements of popular culture (such 

as computer games), the content of the productions is primarily factual and informational – and 

in this sense, the preferred genre is that of ‘edu-tainment’. 

It is important to differentiate here between education through media and education about media 

– or in other words, between the use of media as a teaching aid and the study of media in their 

own right. Of course, it is perfectly valid to use media production to assist subject learning, or to 

develop more generalised qualities such as motivation and collaboration. But media education is 

primarily concerned to develop a more conceptual awareness of the media themselves. 

Other potential uses of digital media have emerged from art education (for accounts of such work, 

see Sefton-Green, 1999a). The primary emphasis here is on the use of media for self-expression 

and creative exploration. Thus, students will experiment with the possibilities of different art 

forms, and the ways in which they can be combined and manipulated using the computer, in 

exploring themes such as ‘identity’ and ‘memory’. The implicit model here is that of the avant-

garde multimedia art work, although (here again) students tend to ‘import’ elements of popular 

culture. This work can also involve an element of critical reflection, particularly where it involves 

communication with a wider audience. 

Nevertheless, there are two factors that distinguish the use of digital production in the context 

of media education. The first is the explicit focus on popular culture: media education means 

engaging with students’ everyday experiences of digital media, rather than attempting to impose 

an alien ‘artistic’ or ‘educational’ practice. The second is the element of theoretical reflection – the 

dynamic relationship between making and critical understanding that is crucial to the develop-

ment of ‘critical literacy’. In the context of media education, the aim is not primarily to develop 

technical skills, or to promote ‘self-expression’, but to encourage a more systematic understanding 

of how the media operate, and to encourage more reflective use of the media. 
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Beyond ‘Access’ 

In these latter respects, digital technology does make a significant difference when compared with 

the analogue technology that preceded it; although it also raises some new questions. One of the 

key issues here is that students will come to digital production with very different experiences of 

technology outside the classroom. It would be quite romantic to assume that young people have 

some kind of automatic expertise with technology, or that they will necessarily be able to use it 

easily and quickly. Indeed, the majority of software programs students might use are designed 

for professionals, and are very time-consuming to learn. The ‘digital divide’ places more wealthy 

children at a significant advantage here, not just because of their greater access to technology, but 

also because of the greater ‘cultural capital’ at their disposal – for example, their parents’ greater 

experience of computers at work and their involvement in other social networks. 

Research on young people’s media production (e.g. Jones, 1999; Sefton-Green, 1999b) suggests 

that getting ‘hands on’ experience with digital technology is only the beginning. Access needs 

to be seen not merely in terms of access to technology or to technical skills, but also to cultural 

forms of expression and communication; and it must be acknowledged that students’ access to (and 

familiarity with) those cultural forms is likely to be quite variable. For example, students who are 

less familiar with the web will see the creative possibilities of this medium in a very different way 

from those who are using it all the time at home; and students will inevitably find it easier to work 

with genres or media forms (such as computer games) with which they are more familiar. These 

differences have challenging implications in terms of how we teach, particularly in settings that 

are culturally and socially diverse.

To some extent, digital image manipulation or video editing represent more efficient ways of 

doing the things that used to be done with analogue technology. They are certainly simpler and 

more flexible to use; and they enable students to achieve a ‘professional’ result much more easily. 

Yet there are some significant differences in the process of production that have much broader 

implications for students’ learning. Digital technology can make overt and visible some key aspects 

of the production process that often remain ‘locked away’ when using analogue technologies. 
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This happens, firstly, at the point of generating images. For example, being able to take a series of 

shots on a digital camera, view them in the monitor and choose the ones you need, can raise ques-

tions about the selection and construction of images that might otherwise have been mere theoretical 

exhortations on the part of the teacher. It is possible to learn through trial-and-error, without worrying 

about the possibility of losing or erasing images; and this can allow you to look back at earlier versions 

of your work, and reflect upon how and why your ideas have changed. In effect, the technology makes 

it much easier for students to engage in a process of drafting and redrafting - and, in the process, of 

critical self-evaluation - that is similar to contemporary approaches to the teaching of writing. 

This argument also applies to ‘post-production’. Here again, complex issues about the selection, 

manipulation and combination of images (and, in the case of video, of sounds) can be addressed 

in a much more accessible way than was possible using analogue technology. This is not simply 

a matter of the ease of operating the software, or of the range of choices available - for example, 

the number of effects or shot transitions. (Indeed, the proliferation of such choices can become a 

distraction, particularly for relative beginners.) Software packages for image manipulation such as 

Photoshop make the process of constructing imagery (for example for film posters or adverts) much 

quicker and simpler than with the montage tools of the past (glue and scissors); and in the process, 

they can also quickly demonstrate the problematic status of photographs as evidence. Likewise, 

the benefit of digital editing programs such as Premiere or Final Cut Pro is that they make the 

process of constructing meaning - and the choices that it entails - clearly visible. As a result, they 

may enable students to conceptualise the process in much more powerful ways. In the process, the 

boundaries between critical analysis and practical production - or between ‘theory’ and ‘practice’ 

- are likely to become increasingly blurred. 

These issues are now beginning to be addressed in empirical research. Andrew Burn’s work shows 

how using a digital package to ‘grab’ and then manipulate frames from films enables students to 

achieve greater analytical understanding of elements that might otherwise only be noticed in a 

much more condensed or subliminal way (Burn, 1999). In another study, students’ digital editing 

of a film trailer is seen to offer a degree of flexibility and control – through reordering the shots, 

experimenting with shot transitions, stretching and condensing sequences, speeding up and slow-

ing down – which is comparable to that afforded by writing (Burn and Reed, 1999). Editing and 



manipulating media images in this way, Burn argues, somehow mimics the infinite flexibility of 

the process of mental image-making or ‘visual thinking’; and as the software develops, this process 

is likely to become increasingly intuitive.

As Burn and others have argued, digital technology truly does enable students to become writers 

as well as readers of visual and audio-visual media – and indeed, begins to blur these settled dis-

tinctions. The ability to manipulate and edit moving images in digital format can offer a degree 

of flexibility and control that particularly lends itself to the kind of self-conscious reflection that 

is essential to media education and to ‘critical literacy’ more broadly.

Yet whether or not this potential is realised is not simply a matter of the technology: it is primar-

ily a question of pedagogy. There remains a need for reflection, deliberation and dialogue; and 

opportunities and requirements for these things need to be systematically built in to the process, 

even if they seem like a distraction from it. In this respect, it seems particularly important to insist 

on the need for collaboration in digital production. The use of digital technology often tends to 

individualise the process. A computer room, even one set up for creative art work, tends to involve 

students working individually at screens. Attempts to build in group work often appear somewhat 

artificial; and students will sometimes seek to avoid dialogue and debate by dividing their labour 

into specialised functions that can be taken on by individuals. Particularly where there is a high 

level of access to the technology, the benefits of working together need to be made explicit and 

actively promoted. 

The End of Media Education?

Ultimately, digital technologies may result in a broader rethinking of the aims and practices of 

media education, and of literacy education more broadly. As the media converge, the logic for 

separating verbal and visual media, or electronic technologies and non-electronic technologies, will 

come under increasing pressure. In the process, the boundaries between previously discrete areas of 

the curriculum - and particularly those which are broadly concerned with culture and communica-

tion - may come to seem quite obsolete. 

10
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Yet in the medium term, complete revolution seems unlikely. New technologies will continue 

to sit alongside old technologies, and the system will continue to evolve in the same piecemeal, 

uneven way it has always done. As young people have greater access to technology in schools, we 

need to think in a more focused way about the kinds of learning that are most appropriate for the 

digital age. It is to a discussion of this issue - rather than to further excited speculation about the 

wonders of technology - that future attention needs to be directed.

N O T E

This article incorporates material shortly to be published in David Buckingham’s book Media Education: Literacy, 

Learning and Contemporary Culture (Cambridge: Polity Press).
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The convergence of telematics, mass media and computer technology increases the amount of 

information as it accelerates the speed and distribution of information processing. Convergence is 

also advantageous for the biggest information providers, increasing the capacity targeted, discrimi-

nating distribution, interactive and individualized reception, and accelerated ideological exchange.

As users are flooded with information, educational systems list the development of the individual’s 

ability for self-expression and communication through writing, music, sculpture, etc., among their 

primary objectives. However, by all evidence, comprehension skills carry more weight in formal 

education than do skills related to personal expression. For students, success in school is based on 

understanding teachers’ messages, and teachers’ professional success, as well as the success of the 

educational system itself, is based on their interpretation of policy. 

Multimedia Authoring as a 
Fundamental Principle of  

Literacy and Teacher Training  
in the Information Age 

Alfonso Gutiérrez Martín
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What Do We Mean by Multimedia Literacy?

The concept of literacy, initially centered exclusively on alphabetic language and on the mecha-

nical procedures of encoding and decoding texts, has evolved substantially in recent decades. 

Surpassing the merely utilitarian nature of reading and writing, more attention is being paid to 

literacy’s implications for both the individual and for society. In that regard, the convergence of 

literacies also changes its influence on the transformation of social models.

In keeping with this distinction between comprehension and expression, as well as individual and 

social uses of literacy, UNESCO defines the functionally illiterate person as one who cannot under-

take those activities in which literacy (knowing how to read and write) is necessary to function 

effectively within the group or community. (UNESCO (1993)

Concepts related to the social nature of literacy shifts with the introduction of new literacy tools. 

With the appearance of new and sophisticated techniques for the creation of multimedia texts, 

combined with diverse symbolic systems, educators run the risk of once again focusing attention 

on the study of ‘form’ to the detriment of ‘content’. This is akin to dwelling on the study of the 

‘means’ without reaching the ‘ends’.

A proposal for multimedia literacy hopes to overcome the purely mechanical skill of encoding and 

decoding texts in different languages in favor of concentrating on the personal and social impli-

cations of its creation, distribution, interpretation, use, etc. At the least, functional literacy entails 

having the faculty of communication at one’s disposal. To the extent that predominant forms 

of communication continue to change (from oral to print, from print to audiovisual, and from 

audiovisual to multimedia), the concept of literacy must change with them. In the multimedia 

society in which we coexist with an infinite number of audiovisual documents, interactive or not, 

it is logical to think that literacy in this environment involves the ability to confront various texts 

in relation to their encoding and their medium.

In the next millennium multimedia literacy will be that which prepares people to utilize appro-

priate procedures when critically viewing different kinds of texts (different in function or system 

of symbolic representation), and to assess what happens in the world and improve it to the extent 

that they can.
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In Search of a Comprehensive Definition

Within the overall concept of multimedia literacy we incorporate various literacies, the diverse 

(conceptual, procedural and attitudinal) contents of which have been deemed basic and essential 

for the communication and representation of messages using different languages and media. Tyner 

(1998: 92-97) accounts for six different multiliteracies that cover what for us constitute the ingre-

dients of a basic multimedia education. 

She lists three tool literacies and three other literacies of representation. The first three are related to 

basic knowledge about computers (computer literacy), networks (network literacy) and technology 

(technology literacy). The remaining three deal more with the analysis of messages and how mea-

ning is produced, and focus on information (information literacy), visual images (visual literacy) 

and the media (media literacy). There are clear interrelationships between these literacies, and the 

characteristics they share prevent us from discussing any one in isolation.

We consider it necessary to bring together the objectives and fundamentals of all the above men-

tioned literacies under the umbrella of what we call multimedia literacy.

If for strictly formal reasons we were to distinguish between previous literacies (like alphabetic, 

audiovisual, computer, telematic, musical, artistic, etc.) and multimedia literacy, perhaps the latter 

would not be defined first and foremost by the fact that it is ‘multimedia’ in the strictest sense of 

the word: the integration of text, sound and image. 

Actually, as Lemke (1997) points out, all literacy is multimedia literacy: you can never make mea-

ning with language alone, there must always be a visual or vocal realization of linguistic signs that 

also carries non-linguistic meaning (e.g. tone of voice, or style of orthography). According to Lemke, 

therefore, for signs to function as such they have to have some kind of material reality or medium, 

a ‘way of being real’ that opens the way to meanings encoded with more than a code. “All semio-

tics”, he says, “ are multimedia semiotics, and all literacy is multimedia literacy.” 

Paradoxically, then, the most defining characteristic of new multimedia documents is not the 

fact that they are multimedia, but rather their hypermedia structure and their interactivity, which 

determine a modality of presenting information that differs from the traditional. Where alpha-
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betic and audiovisual discourses are linear, new products present information in a networked 

structure. While alphabetically and audiovisually encoded documents offer only one trajectory to 

negotiate, multimedia documents present different alternatives for the navigation of information, 

all of them equally valid.

The symbiosis between media and languages in order to produce and transmit messages is not 

new. Throughout history different modes of representation (text, sound, image, gesture) have 

been combined for communication purposes. Good orators convey more, and in a different way, 

than their written discourses would convey when read. The speaker’s intonation, gesture, expres-

sion, posture, attitude, etc. combine with verbal language to produce meaning. As previously 

mentioned, various historical periods witnessed technological developments that allowed us to 

record texts, sounds and images (writing, print, phonograph, photography, film, etc.) for later 

reproduction. In recent decades different media (slides, books, transparencies, audio and video 

cassettes) were frequently combined in the preparation of materials destined for educational envi-

ronments, as multimedia packages. Each medium possessed its own particular mode of producing, 

storing, transporting, structuring and reproducing content-and they all were then combined after 

the fact to form a whole. In other words, in a multimedia package, the parts are interdependent and 

work together with a common goal— to represent and communicate. 

Digitalization could be considered another fundamental characteristic of multimedia documents 

and environments. Digitalization overcomes the difficulties of mixed media and to a large degree 

facilitates the integration of languages. Text, graphics, sounds and images (still and moving), once 

digitized, can be modified, edited and easily intermixed. There are infinite possible combinations 

of languages that can arrange themselves in different ways—to make exact copies of the original, 

create indices that help locate information, etc. Digitizing information also immensely facilitates 

its transmission via communication networks, such as the practically immediate access to a docu-

ment from any part of the world (the connected world, of course), and the navigation through 

cyberspace from one information source to another.

The ability to navigate and the hyperlinked structure of information allow us to move beyond the 

idea of a document as a finite object that exists in one time and place. Paraphrasing the Spanish 

poet Antonio Machado, we could say that, in the same way a path is created by walking, a docu-
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ment in a network is constructed by information-jumping from one linked space to another, lea-

ving behind the many other options that another user might have chosen, thereby ‘constructing’ a 

different document. In an immense information network, where each fragment is linked to others 

which in turn connect with many others, we could also speak of a single document, impossible to 

experience in its entirety, of which each user only processes the parts of interest or those within 

reach of their navigation skills. This single, fragmented document has multiple locations, distri-

buted throughout computers all over the world. It can be found in cyberspace and is accessed from 

any point of connection. Each one of the fragments could follow the linear logic of traditional 

alphabetic and audiovisual texts, while at the same time serves as a point of entry or exit for various 

hyperdocuments.

The first level of multimedia literacy gives the individual the ability to construct meaning from 

new modes of presenting and representing the world that emerge with the development of new 

technologies, new communication networks and diverse symbolic systems. It naturally follows 

that even the most rudimentary form of multimedia literacy, that is, the ability to read and write 

these new hyperdocuments, multimedia literacy requires other literacies (alphabetic, audiovisual 

and computer) to both process and meaningfully utilize the components of multimedia: text, 

sound and image.

Multimedia literacy is not simply an addition to alphabetic or audiovisual literacy. Instead, it inte-

grates them while also contributing characteristics of its own derived from interactivity, namely 

those of interpretation and association. On the one hand it produces the convergence of languages 

and media, and on the other it substantially changes the context and conditions of reception/

absorption.

This concept of multimedia literacy should not be taken as the decontextualized acquisition of 

the aforementioned skills and knowledge that, once acquired, can be used to interpret “reality.” 

Instead we might understand multimedia literacy as a process that is an integral part of the social 

interaction by which individuals develop their identities.

In other words, when a code or message is interpreted, the interpretation is partly subjective, but 

also a reflection of the place we hold in a particular society: our age group, gender, purchasing 

power, interests, traditions, family, etc. Multimedia literacy, like any other, will always be a social 
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process with repercussions for the transformation of society itself. It is a literacy that Gimeno 

Sacristán (1999: 38) labels “enlightened.” Sacristán tells us that “effective literacy will place the sub-

ject at the gates of power, symbol of the possession of knowledge attained through a command of 

the language.” “Enlightened literacy” (which thanks to Freire we might now call “critical literacy”) 

is above all the ability to participate in the reconstruction of society and culture.

Its degree of development in different parts of the world will increase or diminish the differences 

between the info-rich and info-poor. The inability to critically negotiate different types of texts 

in different situations will determine who is literate in the third millennium—-those capable of 

participating in the reconstruction of culture and society in their environment. 

Objectives of Multimedia Literacy  
as a Means of Teacher Training

Both the integration of alphabetic language in multimedia contexts and the appearance of new tech-

nologies for processing information require a modification of the minimum competency require-

ments for functional literacy. The complexity of current communications systems could reduce those 

minimum requirements to those of information management and its corresponding technology 

skills without fostering knowledge or interpersonal communication. To this effect, Gutiérrez Martín 

(1997: 12) refers to “multimedia education” as “that which, making use of prevailing technologies of the 

day, allows students to achieve those skills, knowledge and attitudes needed to: 

• 	communicate (interpret and produce messages) utilizing different languages and media; 

• 	develop personal autonomy and a critical spirit, which gives them the ability to 

• 	form a just and multicultural society in which to live side by side with the technological innova-

tions of the day.” 

	

This goal prescribed to multimedia education (which could just as easily be the goal of any kind 

of education) of forming a just and multicultural society of critical people can only be achieved if we 

consider as literacy the ability to transform information into knowledge and use that knowledge 

as a tool to contribute to and transform society. More immediate objectives of multimedia literacy 

include the ability to:
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• 	provide knowledge of the languages that shape interactive multimedia documents 

and the way they are constructed.

• 	provide knowledge and use of the most prevalent devices and techniques for proces-

sing information.

• 	provide knowledge and facilitate the assessment of the social and cultural implica-

tions of new multimedia technologies.

• 	foster an attitude of critical media reception and responsible behavior in the public 

sphere.

Although they may be general and broad, these objectives provide some guidelines for more criti-

cal, sophisticated and relevant literacy competencies instead of approaches to multimedia literacy 

that relegate it to the acquisition of a purely utilitarian skill sets for wielding multimedia devices 

and documents.

It is interesting to note that when multimedia literacy is mentioned, the creation of applications 

and documents tends to be considered a priority objective. This is in contrast to previous concepts 

of audiovisual and media literacy, which predominantly center on critical media reception. If con-

cepts of multimedia literacy pave the way for something more than learning to operate computer-

based tools, it represents a large qualitative jump from reception to emission, from alleged passivi-

ty, typical of large-scale mass media, to the active creation made possible by interpersonal media.

The huge gap between the number of messages we receive and the number we send via commu-

nication networks will probably increase in the future. Even if focused on the creation of messa-

ges and documents, multimedia literacy should not leave out the teaching of critical reception, 

while at the same time privileging creation and expression, active participation in the processes 

of communication, and the appropriation of media by the user. Critical reception refers to the 

viewer’s ability to “interpret the ways in which the media actively construct reality...appreciation 

and aesthetic understanding of the media... decode media products... identify, interpret..techni-

ques used to create media products; etc (Ontario Ministry of Education, 1989, 7). Nevertheless, 

anyone capable of handling text, sounds and graphics in order to create a presentation-enough to 

be considered multimedia literate according to some publications-exhibits nothing more than the 

equivalent of mechanical reading and writing in traditional literacy.
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Multimedia Authoring as a Basic Principle  
of Literacy for Teachers and Students

Multimedia literacy can better meet its objectives if both teacher training and student learning are 

formulated around the creation of documents, authoring and distributing messages. Multimedia 

literacy will contribute to cultivating free citizens if students overcome the bounds of simple recep-

tion and move on to creation, if we teach them critical reception by way of authoring their own 

multimedia documents. Our proposal for a multimedia literacy that gives the ability to participate 

freely in the society of the third millennium, and ultimately to transform it, stems from students 

and teachers authoring multimedia. 

Alphabetic literacy will undoubtedly maintain its status as a dominant communication form for 

some time. Its privileged place in formal education is irrefutable. Nevertheless, the systematic lear-

ning of reading and writing does not take into account the relation between alphabetic language 

(oral and written) with other types of representations and/or symbologies, an omission by which 

alphabetic language is still studied in the contexts and according to the presentation modes pre-

dominant in the time of Gutenberg. These are changing day by day. In school environments the 

medium of the printed page and book continues to be the most commonplace, and its linearity 

and structuring into successive paragraphs and pages is still clearly the dominant presentation 

style. When text is accompanied by images, the images usually function to provide secondary and 

merely illustrative meaning.

What we would consider “computer literacy”, for its part, usually consists of a collection of 

knowledge and skills for using the most common, general-purpose software programs. It is 

necessary to point out how curricula for this purely tool-based computer literacy are dictated by 

commercial interests. It is evident, for example, that Microsoft has imposed the Windows envi-

ronment as an essential requirement of computer training and is following the same policy with 

programs like Word, Access, Power Point, Excel and all the components of the Office suite, just as 

with its web browser Internet Explorer—all of which are intended to establish as standards while 

at the same time suppressing competition.



It is safe to assume that the objectives of computer literacy are in line with the tool-centered 

curriculum concepts of literacy and center on training teachers and students to acritically use new 

technologies in the most rudimentary ways. Training for this type of literacy is viewed as purely 

practical and essential for competing professionally in the job market. 

A computer education approach based on students and teachers as multimedia authors is a viable 

alternative to the norm. While the practical approach envisions learners as users of general purpose 

programs, the critical approach aligns the use of computers to alphabetic and audiovisual literacies 

and is more congruent with the world of multimedia communication in which the modern day 

individual will have to perform.

The teacher training proposed for this more expansive view of multimedia literacy logically inclu-

des learning the operation of equipment and general-purpose software, such as word processors, 

graphics editors, databases, etc. However, these subjects must be approached with predetermined 

objectives, with the intent of using them as tools, and with an idea of what we want to do with 

those tools. In other words, their uses are thoughtful, purposeful and contextualized. In this way 

will we prevent the means from becoming the ends.

It is unnecessary to warn that teacher training in information communication technologies (ICT) 

goes beyond what we consider basic knowledge in multimedia literacy. This basic knowledge is 

part of teachers’ scientific training, in which they learn about technological developments, their 

characteristics and influences, particularly as they relate to education. In addition to the scientific 

training common to other professionals, the educator needs educational training about ICTs, to 

analyse their potential as educational resources, and the advantages and disadvantages of new 

media in teaching. Gutiérrez Martín (1998), argues that teachers in the third millennium will 

need training not only in the educational potential of ICTs, but also in their educative influence (the 

ability of new media to influence how citizens learn), and in school and social contexts as spheres 

of influence of ICTs.

This dominant technological discourse, which influences us all as individuals and education pro-

fessionals, implicitly assumes the acritical educational model centered on the operation and use of 

equipment as the main concern. As the technological discourse increasingly offers new media as 

20
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the panacea for society becomes increasingly hyperbolic and strident, it becomes all the more to 

promote a more expansive and balanced view of multimedia literacy and teacher training.

Literacy is usually considered to be a rite of passage in the first years of life and achieved its inclu-

sion in the curricula throughout organized education. As a result, literacy attainment is thought to 

be the pursuit of children. As social groups began to recognize alphabetic literacy as a basic realm 

of human knowledge to which we all have a right, the usefulness of this child-centered view of lite-

racy was already under question as obsolete. This is even more evident in an information society, 

where the rapid evolution of communication forms precludes the notion that education occupies 

the first stage of life and prepares you for all the rest. Instead, the only realistic option is to think 

of education in a pluralistic society as an ongoing process that helps the individual develop fully 

throughout every stage of life.

As understanding of the necessity and usefulness of reading and writing grew, so did strategies to 

achieve adult literacy. The same thing is happening now with multimedia literacy, which leads us 

to discussions literacy in the educational environment, that is, teacher literacy, textbook presenta-

tion styles, etc. Multimedia education, therefore, cannot be limited to formal education, of which 

it is a primary objective throughout. We must continue to equip informal educational environ-

ments to give meaning and structure, analyse, assign value and broaden the knowledge acquired 

by living in constant contact with continually evolving multimedia messages and systems. 

Due to the neoliberal trend against government intervention that seems to prevail at this time, there 

is a credible danger that education and literacy will become the responsibility of each individual or 

a service to be privatized and offered by various private institutions and organizations. Nonetheless, 

literacy—or in contemporary terms, literacies—are still the basis for informed, democratic decision-

making.     As a result, it is clear that governments, as those responsible for the social order, conti-

nue to have an obligation to guarantee critical literacy for all—literacy that will allow us to live with 

dignity in the Information Age as free and responsible citizens.
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PART TWO
Testing the Limits of Democracy
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“We are not afraid to entrust the American people with unpleasant facts, 

foreign ideas, alien philosophies, and competitive values. For a nation that 

is afraid to let its people judge the truth and falsehood in an open market 

is a nation that is afraid of its people…”

President John F. Kennedy

“Students should be helped to construct a personal perspective ... an  

academic perspective and … a pluralistic perspective based on diversity … 

This involves respect for difference of opinion and preference; of race, 

religion and gender; of class and ethnicity ... Students need to learn that 

the existence of cultural and philosophical differences are not problems 

to be solved, rather they are healthy and desirable qualities  

of democratic community life …”

(Curriculum Standards for Social Studies: Expectations of Excellence) 

“There has been tremendous media consolidation …the landscape has 

changed…This has had some unfortunate effects from the standpoint  

of the homogenizing of programming, from the standpoint of stifling cre-

ativity in the arts…It’s had a debilitating effect on the public  

dialogue and the public discourse in this country by stifling diversity and 

localism ..What’s at stake goes to the root of what this country is about…”

FCC commissioner, Michael Copps (Democracy Now. 1.16.03) 

Weapons of Mass Distraction? 
Media Literacy, Social Studies & Citizenship
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When more than 100,000 anti-war protestors assembled in the nation’s capital on October 26, 

2002, the protest, as CBS NEWS later admitted, was “largely ignored by mainstream press.” One 

of the major offenders was The New York Times. When they were subsequently flooded with 

emails and calls of complaint from across the country, the publication which claims to cover “all 

the news that’s fit to print,” re-worked their story under the heading, “Rally in Washington is Said 

to Invigorate Anti War Movement.” The paper originally said that turnout for the protest was 

“below expectations.” National Public Radio was also forced to revise their coverage, stating that 

“we erroneously reported on “All Things Considered” that the size of the crowd was fewer than 

100,000.” The following February, with more than 6 million people joining anti war protests on 

5 continents, the media finally had to notice. The Washington Post declared it, “an extraordinary 

display of global coordination.” In London, The Daily Mirror actively sponsored the protest. 

December 2002, also saw the mainstream media failing to recognize the significance of the Trent 

Lott story. Republican, and Senate Majority Leader Trent Lott, had made unfortunate remarks at a 

birthday celebration for Senator Strom Thurmond, that suggested the nation would have been better 

off if segregationist Thurmond had been elected president. As Howard Kurtz put it in his “Media 

Notes” column of The Washington Post (12/10/02), “most major newspapers...hadn’t done squat on 

the story.” This, he said, was particularly hard to understand given the fact that “there were cameras 

rolling. It’s on tape; it was on C-SPAN, for crying out loud. If a Democrat had made this kind of 

inflammatory comment, it would be the buzz of talk radio and the Wall Street Journal editorial page 

would be calling for tarring and feathering.” 

In the United Kingdom, The Economist not only recognized that the media failed to grasp the 

significance of the story, but also recognized and identified the forces that compelled the media 

to take a closer look. “The mainstream media,” they wrote, “were initially blind to his (Lott’s 
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) remarks...but the Blogosphere—websites of opinion and news, first known as web logs—

denounced the remarks vigorously and would not let up, finally forcing others to take notice” 

(December 21, 25). 

The previous year, most U.S. and international media coverage of the demonstrations at the global 

trade conference in Italy, uniformly condemned the protestors and their tactics, as they had done 

in their coverage of previous trade meetings and demonstrations in Melbourne, Australia and in 

Washington State (e.g., ‘The Battle of Seattle’). One needed to be very patient and very vigilant to 

see the press re-visit their initial construction of the event and the issues that generated such activism. 

In August 2001 for example, The Times in London reported that the Italian government’s inquiry 

into the handling of the Genoa summit riots concluded that “the police had made tactical errors 

and used excessive force” (August 1).

Window on the World?

The way the news media function, the stories they select, the ones they reject, their spin, point of 

view and bias, whether blatant or subtle, are crucial to the functioning of a healthy democracy. 

When young people feel sufficiently concerned about a social or political issue that they wish to 

take to the streets in peaceful protest, they are exercising one of their most basic rights.

Not only are they exercising their rights, such citizens are exercising their responsibility and 

expressing what Sojourners magazine called “the duty of dissent.” What motivates them, their 

cause, philosophy and principles however, are often kept from public understanding. While the 

news media nightly parade a panel of experts who favor military action for example, (e.g., politi-

cians, generals, consultants) little attention is given to those who oppose war but also believe they 

are patriots who love their country.

Nowhere is this perhaps more obvious than in media disregard for religious opposition to the 

proposed war in Iraq. Reverend Peter Gomes, Professor of Christian Morals, argues compellingly 

that these dissenters are following their conscience. He also recognizes the challenge they face in 

a democracy: “How can we have an intelligent conversation on the most dangerous policy topic 



27

of the day, without being branded traitors, south-loathing Americans, anti-patriotic or soft on 

democracy? ... Must the first casualty of patriotism be dissent, debate and discussion? … We hear 

much talk of ‘moral clarity’ but it sounds more to me like moral arrogance and it must not be met 

with moral silence” (2003, 20). 

Negative media coverage, news stories that trivialize, or marginalize their concerns and cause, are 

anti-democratic in nature may well ultimately discourage youth engagement with both the news 

media and citizenship. Statistical evidence already points to a declining number of young voters 

as well as to shrinking viewers for TV news and newspaper readers. 

Pat Mitchell, CEO of The Public Broadcasting Service has said that the media pander to youth, 

giving them what they want rather than what they need. The result is a generation, more con-

cerned about their role as consumers than their role as citizens. ‘They’d rather be entertained than 

informed ... most in this age group (18- 34) don’t care much about government, politics, foreign 

countries or serious journalism” (Mitchell, June 12, 2002, 13A).

Reporters and publishers alike are not unaware of these concerns. When pressed however, they 

can be extraordinarily disingenuous. Take for example the appearance of NBC news anchor, Tom 

Brokaw on MSNBC’s Donahue in January of this year. Asked by Donahue if network news was 

“getting softer” the anchor replied that they were not and argued that they were in fact “spending 

more time on fewer subjects.” The incidentals, he suggested could be obtained from other news 

sources. I found myself wondering just exactly how he defined “incidental.”

When an audience member asked if the public distrust of the news media was based on the fact 

that reporters were less objective, Brokaw replied, “We bring you news that’s unsettling. Almost 

anything I report is going to make someone unhappy and they’re going to think we’ve got some 

vested interest. Or, why are we doing it? They’re only doing it to sell newspapers or get ratings” 

(January 3, 03). 

Oh come now Mr. Brokaw! Fellow anchor Dan Rather (of CBS) told CNN’s Larry King that 

“fear runs rampant in the newsroom,” in what he characterized as “the volcanic age” of journalism. 

Rather said ratings and economics drive coverage along with a fear, that if they don’t cover the 

story, their competition will. The associate editor and executive editor at the Washington Post put 
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it this way: “Too much of what has been offered as news in recent years has been untrustworthy, 

irresponsible, misleading and incomplete … Too many of those who own and lead the nation’s 

news media have cynically underestimated or ignored America’s need for good journalism, and 

evaded their responsibility to provide it” (Downie and Kaiser, 2002, 9).

Columbia Journalism Review told readers that the Project for Excellence in Journalism had con-

cluded that “local television news is driving Americans away from what was long the most popular 

and trusted source of information in the country” (Rosenstiel, Gottleb, Brady, 2000, 84). The fol-

lowing year, CJR reported that more than half of the local news directors admit that “advertisers try 

to tell them what to air and not to air-and they say the problem is getting worse”( Nov./Dec 2001).

The Press, Politics and Public Perception

Although the press generally received good grades from the public for their coverage of the events 

and aftermath of 9/11, it didn’t last long. Within a year, media critic Howard Kurtz would report 

that the solemnity and somber tone had been replaced by “familiar fluff.” Time magazine, he 

noted, had done cover stories on Tom Cruise, Star Wars, Spider Man and Bruce Springsteen.

The Pew Research Center expressed the shifting attitudes in numbers. In November of 2001, 73% 

of the public regarded the media as “highly professional.” By summer 2002, it had dropped to 

49%. Those regarding the media as “moral” had declined from 53% to 39%. At the same time, 

The Brookings Institution’s Center for Public Service reported that 40% of Americans trusted the 

federal government, a 17% decline since October of 2001. 

While Tom Brokaw wants us to believe that bias only exists in the eyes and ears of the television 

audience, that the news media simply report facts from a neutral perspective, not all of his col-

leagues agree. Former CBS insider Bernard Golberg put it this way: “Dan and Peter and Tom 

and a lot of their foot soldiers don’t deliver the news straight...they have a liberal bias...and no 

matter how often the networks deny it, it is true” (2002, 12). That perspective is dismissed in Eric 

Alterman’s, What Liberal Media?: The Truth about Bias and the News (2002).
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Media mogul and modern-day Citizen Kane, Rupert Murdoch, has never been shy about expressing 

his own opinions or using his international media outlets to reflect them. Recently for example he 

praised Prime Minister Blair’s Iraq policy as “full of guts” and “extraordinarily courageous,” while 

slamming Blair’s Labour Party as “knee jerk anti-Americanism and sort of pacifist” (Day, 2/11/03). 

Even more tellingly perhaps, Murdoch’s economic interests surfaced front and center when he stated 

that “the greatest thing to come out of this (Iraq conflict) for the world economy … would be $20 

barrel for oil ...We’re keeping our heads down, managing the businesses, keeping our profits up.”

Another important bias operative in many news organizations is neither liberal nor conservative 

but a bias for sales, which in a television era means a preference for pictures, sensationalism and the 

elevation of emotional coverage over logic and reason. The Journal of Broadcasting and Electronic 

Media documented “a marked increase in embedded sensationalism/human interest” in TV news, 

noting that “a sizeable proportion of public affairs stories ... incorporated elements of crime, vio-

lence, disasters, sexual impropriety and other emotionally arousing content”(Slattery, Doremus & 

Marcus, 2001, 298). 

The routine and everyday are often ignored while the sensational is over-hyped. Occasionally 

what is ignored one day, comes back to haunt us another. When the space shuttle Columbia dis-

integrated upon re-entry in February of this year, we received the type of saturation coverage that 

accompanies crisis du jour. In April of the previous year, the outgoing chair of NASA’s advisory 

board told Congress, “I have never been as concerned for space shuttle safety as I am right now. 

The current approach is planting the seeds for future danger.” His testimony was reported only 

by The Orlando Sentinel, A.P Wire Service and Gannett News Service. 

The framing of the stories, the sequence in which they are told, and the words used all contribute 

to public perception. The Bush administration like most political organizations was aware of 

this when in an Orwellian move they began to refer to Palestinian suicide bombers as “homicide 

bombers.” Was it mere coincidence that this phrase, while ignored by most newsrooms, was 

picked up by Fox, where former Nixon, Reagan and Bush operative Roger Ailes was at the helm? 

Ironically Fox News packages itself as above bias, calling itself “fair and balanced” and proclaiming 

‘We report. You decide”—as if the nature of the coverage in no way contributed to that decision 

making.
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The Press Effect written by the director and associate director of the Annenberg Public Policy 

Center, studied press coverage of the disputed presidential election of 2000. It concluded that 

Al Gore and his spokespeople were twice as likely to be challenged as was George Bush or his 

representatives in the wake of the Florida recount. “The presumption that Mr. Bush was the 

president-elect and not simply one of two parties in a lawsuit , they say, created the atmosphere 

that emboldened the Supreme Court to take the election in hand and rule in Mr. Bush’s favor” 

(Stille, 1/8/03).

Perhaps the most pervasive and destructive relationship between the media and the political 

process however is the sheer cost; the amount of money necessary to both launch and sustain a 

campaign, whether successfully or unsuccessfully. Two decades ago historian Theodore White 

observed that “American television and politics are now so completely locked together, that it 

is impossible to tell the story of one without the other” (1982, 165). At the most basic level the 

political process has become an advertising process. The cost of air time particularly in those 

large markets that also carry the biggest bonanza in the Electoral College (e.g., Texas, Florida, 

California and New York) is so prohibitive that for the most part only millionaires or those in 

debt to special interest can even consider running.

As the 108th Congress was about to be sworn in January of 2003, a study of the previous year’s 

election concluded “many qualified, credible candidates for federal office lose elections, drop out 

of races, or decide never to run ... because of the role of big money in our political system” (PIRG).

What this means statistically is that 93.4% of candidates who spent the most money, were elected. 

Beyond that, advertising reduces the political dialogue and discourse to sound bites and emotional 

pictures rather than reasoned debate and logical decision making.

Citizens, Netizens or Couch Potatoes? 

Of course, advertising, as we have already seen, is only part of the picture. Whether addressing 

presidential elections, global tensions, the nation’s economy, crime and punishment, business and 

ethics, the state of our schools, foreign policy, or the environment, the mass media including the 

news media, play a pivotal role in the way we see ourselves and our relationship with others, both 

domestically and internationally.



31

While quality television news may be going the way of the dinosaur perhaps it is being replaced in 

an evolutionary cycle by the emergence of alternate news sources that will better serve democracy. 

Despite concerns about the digital divide and digital disconnect, Wired magazine reported a study 

that revealed high levels of engagement among internet users. These users, they said, are “startlingly 

close to the Jeffersonian ideal-they are informed, outspoken, participatory, passionate about freedom, 

proud of their culture and committed to the free nation in which it has evolved”( Katz, 1997, 2). 

But access to media and technology does not in and of itself guarantee that it will serve us well. 

The process by which we encounter the media will be just as crucial as the programs they present. 

Denee Mattioli, president-elect of The National Council for the Social Studies is well aware of 

this. In a statement of support for The 2003 National Media Education Conference in Baltimore, 

she wrote; “Our Founding Fathers …understood that a democratic republic could not survive 

without an informed and participatory citizenry...it is essential in our citizenship role to view 

critically, analyze, ask powerful questions and draw our own conclusions...Media Literacy then, is 

essential to the citizenship role.” 

Social Studies teachers should also note that this view is shared by the White House. In a paper 

released for comment at the National Media Education Conference (Austin, 2001), the Office 

of National Drug Control Policy stated that: “media literacy may ...offer young people positive, 

‘preparatory’ skills for responsible citizenship. For example, media literacy can empower youth 

to be positive contributors to society, to challenge cynicism and apathy and to serve as agents of 

social change’ (ONDCP, 8) .

During the last decade, media literacy has shown substantial growth in several areas of the cur-

riculum including health, English and Language Arts. Recently the draft document for English 

Language Arts Standards developed by the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards 

(2002) included a detailed section on viewing and producing media texts.

One major area however, where media literacy has failed to make significant inroads, has been 

Social Studies. While some states like Wisconsin now include media literacy in their social stud-

ies standards, the national standards make scant reference to television, computers, the Internet, 

music, radio or the movies, despite the fact that they represent one of the most profitable and 

visible American products and exports. 
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Intended to foster “civic competence’, the “development of intellectual and ethical student-

citizens,” the National Social Studies Standards in the United States argues that it is “our respon-

sibility to respect and support the dignity of the individual, the health of the community, and the 

common good for all”(1994, 6). 

The media clearly have the capacity to hurt or help, support or subvert adolescent engagement in 

the democratic process. MTV’s, ‘Rock the Vote” campaign designed to register and engage young 

voters in the 1992 campaign was certainly one example of the media being used positively. 

Rather than relying on the media’s good will however, it is now a matter of some urgency for 

Social Studies teachers to integrate media literacy into their classrooms in order to help students 

better comprehend and command what the NCSS standards characterize as a “world of baffling 

complexity.” This becomes increasingly important as media convergence and consolidation in this 

nation seems to be taking the public airwaves further and further away from the public.

Social Studies Strands and Standards

Rather than attempting to push media literacy into Social 

Studies, it is perhaps more useful to examine the national stan-

dards to ascertain how media literacy is compatible with their 

10 thematic strands. What will then become necessary for 

those who validate these connections, is the design, develop-

ment and delivery of credible pre-service and in-service work-

shops that model this relationship and available resources, so 

teachers can begin to incorporate it in their classrooms.

One of the first steps towards that will occur at the NCSS 

national conference, scheduled for Chicago in November 

2003. An all-day, pre-conference session will provide a systematic approach to integrating media 

literacy and social studies, with emphasis upon 10 strands:



	 1.	 CULTURE. “In a democratic and multicultural society, students need to understand 

multiple perspectives” (p 21). Critical analysis of media, particularly news media provides 

an opportunity to recognize stereotyping, the dominant discourse, and to evaluate how 

accurately and fairly race, class and gender are depicted both in the stories covered, and in 

the faces and races of those presenting the stories. Numerous studies have demonstrated 

bias when covering issues of minorities, youth and crime. (Males 1999), (Dorman et al., 

2001). (Header, 2000) Given adolescent idealism, here’s a real opportunity to get our 

students to think critically about how the media depict and represent youth.

		  Inviting local news media to our schools and arranging site visits to newspaper offices 

and television stations, can become an important way to facilitate dialogue between 

young people and the media in a mutually beneficial way. Whether the media hurt or 

help the way we see ourselves as individuals and as members of communities are well 

worth considering. In some circles these days, one no longer talks about broadcasting 

but refers instead to narrowcasting. In Breaking Up America, Joseph Turow describes 

the shift in advertising from “society making media that have acted out concerns and 

connections that people ought to share in a larger community” (3) to segment making 

media in which people focus on themselves. A similar trend has been identified in the 

news media, where it has been noted that ‘the real hallmark of our age is the fragmenta-

tion of the American public” (Downie and Kaiser, 2002, 249). 

	 2.	 TIME CONTINUITY AND CHANGE. This theme seeks to help students “under-

stand their historical roots...locate themselves in time...develop a historical perspective’ 

and realize how they are connected to “those in the past.” While this can be achieved 

by talking with their parents and grandparents, exploring family photograph albums 

or looking at old letters and newspapers, it is important that we understand just how 

powerful the media is, in shaping the way our students see the past. 

		  Writing in Historical Thinking and Other Unnatural Acts, Sam Wineburg describes 

this influence as his interviews with students and their families revealed: ‘John turned 

neither to something learned in school nor to formal knowledge of economics. His 

proof text came from Steven Spielberg’s, Schindler’s List, a movie based not on a piece 

of history but on a piece of historical fiction ... John calls upon the past but it is a filmic 

past that he remembers ... a past that blurs fact and fiction and that ultimately in John’s 

reasoning , provides warrant for historical claim”(2001, 240) .
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		  In Past Imperfect: History According to the Movies (Carnes, 1995) Mark Carnes makes 

it quite clear, why any attempt to get students to conceptualize time, continuity 

and change, must take into account the history they have learned from the media. 

‘Television’s continuous old movies”, he writes, “function as a night school, a great 

repository of historical consciousness in these United States of Amnesia” (9).

		  The Patriot, Amistad, Forrest Gump, 13 Days, Saving Private Ryan, Blackhawk Down, 

The Gathering Storm, The Path to War and Live from Baghdad are just a few of the 

recent films or TV movies that are capable of permanently shaping the way our stu-

dents conceive of everything from the Revolutionary War to the Cuban missile crisis 

and U.S. involvement in Somalia. Unquestioned and unchallenged they will become 

reality for many of our students. Armed with the skills of media literacy however, these 

same students can be critically and creatively engaged as they compare and contrast, 

separate fact from fiction, and real people from composite characters. 

	 3.	 PEOPLE, PLACES AND ENVIRONMENTS. This theme assists students as 

they “develop geographic perspectives of the world”(x). Unfortunately for too many 

students this is a rather skewed perspective. Last year for example, 1 in 10 young 

Americans could not find their own nation on a world map and only 13% could find 

Iraq (Associated Press, 11/20/02) .The NCSS standards also report that students “speak 

in stereotypes about Arab people and the religion of Islam” (103). Even when they 

believe they are getting a world perspective from say, CNN, or ABC’s “World News 

Tonight,” such stories are always filtered through an American lens.

		  The Internet however, provides students with the opportunity to encounter, first hand, 

the stories of another country and culture told through their own media in their own 

words and images. www.newslink.org for example opens up a menu of newspapers 

from across the country and around the world. Now students can compare and con-

trast accounts of conflicts as they are covered in the U.S. press compared for example 

to The Mid East Times. U.S. reports of Prime Minister Blair’s support for President 

Bush’s “war on terrorism” can be contrasted to how that is covered in domestic U.K. 

newspapers like The Guardian or The Times. Free Speech TV and Democracy Now also 

offer alternative voices and visions, frequently covering the perspective of activists in 

other nations rather than simply the official government line. 

34



	 4.	 INDIVIDUAL DEVELOPMENT AND IDENTITY. This theme argues that “per-

sonal identity is shaped by one’s culture” and “by institutional influences.”

	 5.	 INDIVIDUALS, GROUPS AND INSTITUTIONS. The examples of institutional 

influences offered in the NCSS standards make specific reference to “schools, church, 

families, government agencies and the courts” (xi).What’s missing, of course, is the 

institution of the mass media, with its ability to influence each and every one of the 

institutions named in the standards.

		  What for example is the relationship between the Catholic Church and press coverage 

of the sexual abuse scandals? How has television including the sit-com, historically 

depicted the composition and concerns of the American family and how have these 

media representation of families related to the nature of real American families at the 

time the shows were produced and consumed? Much more than mere entertainment, 

such programs are cultural products and artifacts than can tell us much about the era 

that produced and consumed them, including the regulatory guides and assumptions 

about audiences (Leibman 1995).

		  Those who think that such study is somehow wasting time on popular culture, might 

be interested to learn that sitcoms actually contribute to ‘images of America” in terms 

of ‘what youth do know about the United States.” While some students accept media 

depictions, others “discounted ... or reacted against ... sitcoms depicting the perfect 

American family” (Cornbleth, 2002, 539).

		  Two very useful teaching tools, for teachers interested in this theme are Enlightened 

Racism (Jhally and Lewis) which focuses on Black and white audiences’ readings of 

“The Cosby Show,” and Color Adjustment, a video tracing television’s depiction of 

African Americans by the late Marlon Riggs.

		  Finally, one of the most potentially significant aspects of this strand is expressed this 

way: ‘How am I influenced by institutions? How do institutions change? What is my 

role in institutional change? (xi) This is enormously important if the public is to grasp 

the concept of the public airwaves and the responsibility the broadcast industry has to 

serve the needs of a democratic society.
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	 6.	 POWER, AUTHORITY AND GOVERNANCE. In developing civic competence, 

students are asked to consider the issue of power, including ‘Who holds it? How is it 

gained, used and justified?” This includes “the dynamic relationships among individual 

rights and responsibilities’ and ‘addressing the persistent issues and social problems 

encountered in public life” (26).

		  In the post 9/11 environment Americans are asked to consider the relationship between 

national security and individual rights. One is reminded of Ben Franklin’s observation 

that those who are prepared to give up a little liberty for security will achieve neither. 

		  Beyond the issue of government agencies like the Office of Homeland Security and the 

rights of individuals, there is also the issue of institutional relationships.

		  In January 2003, for example, a poll indicated that 28% of the American public 

believed that even in peacetime the government should have the right to control what 

the media reports. In time of war, that figure increased to two-thirds. 

		  Frank Blethen, publisher and CEO of The Seattle Times has cautioned against “jeop-

ardizing the press’s role of preserving the American system of checks and balances,” 

noting that ‘the watchdog has been replaced by the lapdog” (September 2002).

		  In terms of study, both state and federal politics, policy and process, teachers could 

utilize TV series like The West Wing and Mr. Sterling to help students understand the 

role of the President, the Senate and the system of checks and balances. In the case of 

The West Wing, the first season episode “Five Votes Down,” explores the pressures and 

the process as the president and his team attempt to rally enough votes to secure passage 

of the gun bill they favor. Chief of Staff, Leo McGarry observes, “there are two things 

in the world you never want to let people see how you make’em—laws and sausages.”

	 7.	 PRODUCTION, DISTRIBUTION AND CONSUMPTION. The standards note 

that “young learners begin by differentiating between wants and needs” (27). In a cul-

ture of conspicuous consumption young people often confuse wants and needs, assailed 

as they are by the slick pitches of the advertising industry and the constant encourage-

ment to ‘biggie size it.” 
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		  One approach that has proved successful in energizing many young people is the so 

called “unbranding of our schools.” Aligned with a movement to make schools com-

mercial free environments, the approach is perhaps best articulated in Naomi Klein’s 

No Logo. Whether battling vending machines in the hallways or corporate intrusion 

into the curriculum, the approach engages many young people and provides them with 

the opportunity to influence policy in their own schools, which serves as a lesson in 

grassroots activism and democracy.

		  However, as the bumper sticker says, in addition to acting locally we need to think 

globally. American materialism, including the love affair with the automobile and the 

mobility it offers, has implications for us domestically and internationally as the shrink-

ing rain forests, global warming and other environmental developments indicate.

		  A useful starting point for teachers addressing this issue at the secondary level is 

Consuming Environments: Television and Commercial Culture (Budd, Craig, Steinman, 

1999). The book explores the role of media in the production consumption cycle and 

the environmental impact of this cycle. It also warns, “we cannot avert this crisis as 

individuals, only as engaged participants in an interdependent world” (5).

		  Closely aligned to the concept of interdependence, is our understanding of public and 

private space and the role of information in those spheres. Lawrence Lessig argues that 

we are already witnessing an assault on the revolutionary nature of the Internet, an 

assault which has implications for our entire understanding of freedom of information. 

In The Future of Ideas, he writes: “Our single overriding view of the world is that only 

property matters; our systematic blindness is to the lesson of our tradition- that prop-

erty flourishes best in an environment of freedom, both freedom from state control and 

freedom from private control” ( 2001, 236).

	 8.	 SCIENCE, TECHNOLOGY AND SOCIETY. This theme presents challenging and 

relevant questions that are particularly pertinent to media literacy. Technology, the 

standards note, “bring changes that surprise us and even challenge our beliefs” (28). 

These technologies often result in unanticipated social change. Two examples offered 

in the standards include a consideration of how ‘the transistor radio altered the course 

of history’ and the way ‘values beliefs and attitudes’ were influenced by the invention 

of the printing press.
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		  How might these discussions then be applied to television, computers and the Internet? 

In what way are our notions of laws and jurisdiction rendered irrelevant or obsolete 

by global developments like the World Wide Web? This strand also challenges us to 

think about: How we can manage technology so the greatest number of people benefit 

from it? And, how can we preserve our fundamental values and beliefs in a world that 

is rapidly becoming one technology-linked village? (p 28). For example, how might 

media coverage of a controversy like cloning (the birth and death of Dolly the sheep) 

shape public attitudes and government policy?

		  These questions can certainly be applied to an examination of the role information 

and entertainment technologies (e.g., computers, television, videogames, music) could 

or should play in our schools, communities and families. Do they serve as agents of 

enlightenment and engagement or have they become distractions that signify the break-

down of the family into distinct demographic groups, blocks and generations, each 

retreating to the privacy of their own wired world and cabled cocoon?

	 9.	 GLOBAL CONNECTIONS. This area of the social studies strands states that stu-

dents need to “be able to think systematically about personal, national, and global deci-

sions, interactions and consequences...including peace, human rights, trade and global 

ecology” (29). Benjamin Barber describes two competing global forces, tribalism and 

globalism each operative at the same time. 

		  The forces of Jihad and the forces of McWorld operate with equal strength in opposite 

directions, the one driven by parochial hatreds, the other by universalizing markets … 

neither offers much hope for citizens looking for practical ways to govern themselves 

democratically (1992). 

		  Beyond the view of most Americans—though not the media that serves them—glo-

balisation is producing some potentially destructive effects. A recent UNESCO report, 

Children, Young People and Media Globalisation, put it this way: “There is a risk that 

globalisation has a homogenizing effect, that totally foreign countries may soon be a 

thing of the past, as dominant cultural patterns set global standards...the institutions 

and enterprises that control globalized mass culture do have such a standardizing effect” 

(Carlsson, 2002, 11).
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		  The social studies standards also state that “through exposure to various media, stu-

dents become aware of, and are affected by events on a global scale. The global protests 

against war with Iraq were described by The Age in Melbourne, Australia, as “the big-

gest coordinated anti war march in history.” However, seeing and understanding are 

not necessarily synonymous.

		  Do U.S. media help Americans understand how their nation, its people, its government 

and its policies are perceived throughout the world and just as importantly, why? While 

most Americans are conditioned to see their nation as a champion of human rights, it 

is increasingly true that on a range of issues, their country is frequently at odds with 

much of the world, particularly the western world.

		  In the case of Australia, for example, the U.S. has a strong and loyal ally whose people 

fought and died alongside Americans in Vietnam at a time when the rest of the western 

world turned their back on the U.S. Most Americans that I have met in my quarter 

century in this country, express admiration and affection for the land “down under.” 

They also uniformly have absolutely no idea about policy differences between the two 

nations.

		  In the case of unfair trade policies, farmers marched on parliament house in Canberra 

when the first President Bush spoke there a decade ago. Last year with a new Bush 

in the White House, former conservative Australian prime minister, Malcolm Fraser, 

penned a piece which he called, “The United States of Hypocrisy.”

		  Whether challenging the authority of the World Court, continuing capital punish-

ment, questioning the relevance of the United Nations, being penalized by the World 

Trade Organization, distancing its engagement in Earth Summit 11, or rejecting the 

Kyoto proposals on the environment, the U.S. often appears out of step and out of 

touch with other nations including our nearest neighbors.

		  The cumulative nature of these differences and the resentment it has fostered outside 

of the U.S. was somewhat belatedly addressed by U.S.A Today (‘French See Bush as 

The Ugly American”, 2/14/03). That was also the day when the French representative 

on the U.N. Security Council received unprecedented applause in the chamber when 

he challenged the U.S. interpretation of the Inspector Hans Blix’s report on weapons 

of mass destruction in Iraq. 
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		  In April 2002 the Globe and Mail in Canada reported that “a majority (75%) of citizens 

feel George W. Bush doesn’t understand Canada or its people” (A12). The context for 

that poll was the friendly fire incident in Afghanistan in which American fliers acciden-

tally killed four Canadian soldiers. Many Canadians, including the Canadian media, 

felt President Bush was slow to express condolences, especially given the Canadians 

high degree of support after 9/11. Bush also failed to name Canada, in a speech that 

thanked other countries for their help in the aftermath of 9/11.

		  In December of 2002, The International Herald Tribune wrote that “the global image 

of the United States has suffered a dramatic bruising in the past two years, most seri-

ously in Muslim countries, but also to a surprising extent among many traditional 

allies.” While America’s favorability ratings had increased in Russia, “anti –American 

sentiment was striking in Egypt, one of the largest recipients of U.S foreign aid.”

		  Over half (54%) of Canadians said that “the spread of American ideas and customs was 

bad.” In Britain and France, as The Economist reported in early 2003, those sentiments 

were shared by half and three-quarters of the populations, respectively. 

		  A recent global study reported “The Next Generation’s Image of Americans: Attitudes 

and Beliefs Held by Teenagers in 12 Countries” revealed that with the exception of 

Argentina, the teens in the other 11 nations studied “appear to hold consistently nega-

tive attitudes toward Americans as people” (DeFleur and DeFleur, 2003, 2). 

		  Let me be perfectly candid and acknowledge that a danger clearly exists, that exces-

sive consideration of international criticism of the U.S. could leave teachers open to 

misguided charges of anti-Americanism. There is however, another danger: the danger 

of downplaying. It is the danger of both global and domestic disconnection which can 

only be damaging for a democracy. 

		  In her study of “Images of America” held by U.S. youth, Catherine Cornbleth found 

that the students were aware of “inequities associated with race, gender, socioeconomic 

status or disability” (519). She also reported that many young people viewed their 

nation as “imperfect but best.”



		  Of particular significance, especially as we consider engaging young people in their 

communities, was that fact that one third of the students surveyed voiced “an incipient 

critique and/or activism.” This group of young people constitutes a potential pool of 

citizens who see wrongs and try to right them. Recognizing and responding to their 

concerns and criticism is a means of engaging them.

		  Ignoring that criticism in our classrooms by stressing “traditional patriotic mythology 

and symbolism” says Cornbleth, may well backfire. This is likely to happen “when 

students’ own experiences or sources they trust provide counter evidence.” The danger 

then, she warns, is that these young people become “unnecessarily cynical ... distrust-

ful of the nation ... joining the growing ranks of apathetic nonvoters or followers of 

extremist gurus” (548).

	10.	 CIVIC IDEALS AND PRACTICES. This final theme focuses on civic “participation” 

and “involvement.” It asks students to examine the role of citizens in the community, 

nation and world, including “community service” and “political activities.” Its goals are 

perhaps complicated by the conduct of politicians and by the way the press covers the 

political process. 

		  In his study of American and British youth, David Buckingham found their attitudes 

decidedly negative; “politicians were often condemned, not merely as boring, but also 

as corrupt, uncaring, insincere and self-interested; and politics was widely dismissed as 

a kind of dishonest game, which had little relevance to their everyday lives and con-

cerns” (2000, 176).

		  Shifting this group from apathy, alienation and cynicism to healthy skepticism and 

activism is not going to be an easy task. They will need to be provided with opportuni-

ties and meaningful experiences that validate their opinions and give them the oppor-

tunity to facilitate change. 

		  Whatever the media tells them about elections, voting, legislatures or the political process, 

the opportunities for change and commitment will have to be provided in the schools, 

classrooms and communities. Talking about democracy without actually allowing stu-

dents to share in decision-making breeds cynicism and readily exposes the credibility 

gap between rhetoric and reality. Just watch the young candidates addressing their high 

school classmates in the movie, Election, and you’ll get some sense of this disdain and 

disconnect. 
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		  Writing in Educational Leadership magazine, Frieberg argued for more democratic 

classrooms: “Tourists simply pass through without any involvement, commitment or 

belonging.” The alternative, he said, is to “turn tourists into citizens by helping edu-

cators create active classrooms, where cooperation, participation and support are the 

cornerstone” (1996, 32).

Conclusions & Connections: The Need for Narrative

Sam Wineburg tells us that “history teaches us to make choices...balance opinions, tell stories and 

to become uneasy, when necessary about the stories we tell” (ix) He recognizes the need to engage 

students in the past by helping them empathize with the period and the people so they may ‘see 

through the eyes of the people who were there” (e.g., Patton, Nixon, Gandhi, JFK, Malcolm 

X). Textbooks, he says, offer little opportunity for such empathy, consisting as they do of “a 

compendia of names and dates” compiled by “a corporate author who speaks from a position of 

transcendence, a position of knowing from on high”(12-13).

Not so with movies and television. With three dimensional characters, plot, conflict, resolution, 

and point of view, they construct powerful narratives, sometimes accurate, sometimes not, but 

always capable of bringing the past to life with more power than the printed page. And yet, like the 

printed page, particularly the novel, film and television depictions of the past are populated not 

simply with dead white men, (e.g., Horatio Hornblower, Benedict Arnold) but with characters 

we might connect with. 

Ayn Rand, who gave us The Fountain Head and Atlas Shrugged, not to mention the controversial 

philosophy of objectivism, knew the power and the purpose of the narrative: “My basic test for 

any story is—would I want to meet these characters and observe these events in real life? Is this 

story an experience worth living through for its own sake? Is the pleasure of contemplating these 

characters an end in itself?” (1963).



The American film and television industry affords teachers an extraordinary opportunity to engage 

students in a contemplation of their nations past, present and future. This February as part of 

Black History Month, they could access the films Boycott and The Long Walk Home, two outstand-

ing accounts of the Alabama bus protests and the courageous actions of Dr. Martin Luther King 

and Rosa Parks.

Also available that same month, was HBO’s compelling and creative documentary Unchained 

Memories: Readings from the Slave Narratives.

Teachers looking for a global perspective, for an international view of human prejudice, insti-

tutional intolerance and personal courage could draw upon movies that address these shameful 

episodes in the history of other nations: The Power of One (South Africa) Gandhi ( India) and the 

new offering from Australia, Rabbit Proof Fence.

Although we tend to be rightly suspicious of Hollywood history, the movie industry is capable of 

getting it right and when it does so, it makes policy meaningful by showing us the people who 

implemented it (HBO’s Conspiracy) or suffered from it. Historian Robert Manne says Rabbit Proof 

Fence is a “simple story of the seizure and capture of 3 young half-caste girls ... a sober, historically 

accurate account of the racial fantasies and phobias, as well as the frankly genocidal thoughts that 

masqueraded as policies promoting Aboriginal welfare in Australia’s interwar years” (2003, B4). 

Approach history this way, with resources and criteria like this, and we build a bridge not only 

between the past and the present but also to human nature that transcends time in great works 

of literature and in real life. This was recognized 15 years ago in The First National Assessment 

of History and Literature. What Do Our 17-Year-Olds Know (Ravish and Finn 1987) wrote that 

“this generation...has been weaned on television and movies. It takes more than a textbook and a 

lecture to awaken their interest and grab their attention” (241).

The report argued that teachers needed to integrate media, technology, art and literature into the 

teaching of history. But teaching with media and technology is not the same as teaching about media 

and technology. Media literacy provides the principles, frameworks and context for fostering criti-

cal inquiry about the form, content, style, ideology, ownership and impact of media in our society.

43
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While some educators are genuinely distrustful of pop culture, lamenting the impact of mass 

media on everything from concentration spans to student perceptions of the past, leaving mass 

media outside of our classrooms does nothing to prepare students to think critically about is 

impact on their own lives and their worldview.

In the conclusion of Historical Thinking: And Other Unnatural Acts, Sam Wineburg argues that 

the time has come, once and for all, to engage kids with media culture. “Rather than pretending 

that we can do away with popular culture, confiscate videos, banish rap music, … unplug MTV 

and the Movie Channel, we might try instead to understand how these forces shape historical 

consciousness , and how they might be used rather than spurned, or worse, simply ignored, to 

advance students’ historical understanding” (250).
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Can you have media literacy without democracy, or democracy without media literacy? In 

the recent past the mention of democracy and media literacy would not necessarily have turned 

many heads in the fields of either education or the media. Both might have been thought of as 

mildly interesting topics, but hardly worth more than a passing nod. Well, times change. Those 

of us who have argued for many years for the importance of media education need to be united 

with those who are just coming to the field and recognising its significance. Related to this is the 

question of citizenship education and approaches to democracy. This too has been thought of by 

many as worthy but relatively inconsequential. Citizenship education was considered something 

that you did to teach good manners and a number of other well meaning but lightweight topics 

to apathetic or recalcitrant youth. It is time for any of us who were tempted to think that way to 

do some serious rethinking.

“Man’s capacity for justice makes democracy possible, but man’s inclination to injustice 
makes democracy necessary.” Reinhold Niebuhr

“Democracy encourages the majority to decide things about which the majority is blissfully 
ignorant.” John Simon

Democracy and Media Literacy

Bob Ferguson
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“If you want to understand democracy, spend less time in the library with Plato and more 
time on the buses with people.” Simeon Strunskey

“If voting changed anything, they’d abolish it.” Anonymous

I begin with these four quotations, because I think they typify some of the problems associated 

with a practice which is fraught with contradictions and tensions. Perhaps it is one of the impor-

tant characteristics of a successful democracy that it should be uncomfortable. This should be par-

ticularly the case for those in power in a democracy. Indeed, one might go as far as to suggest that 

it is the responsibility of all citizens in a democracy to participate in this uncomfortableness and 

to work for productive change. Complacency, apathy and cynicism are the enemies of democracy. 

Scepticism and the will to action are its friends.

Why is all this important in relation to media education? There are many answers to this question. 

In order to address the range of issues before us I will take them one at a time. This is a convenience 

for this short piece, for we all know that in the material world things have a nasty habit of happen-

ing in bunches and of overlapping. I will begin, however, with the concepts of literacy and media 

literacy, then move on to a discussion of democracy and finally try to make some sense of the two 

in relation to approaches to media education and pedagogy. This is a tall task, but I am concerned 

here with a modest mapping of a field that still needs considerable research and development.

Thinking About Literacies

The concept of literacy has an interesting history. Many years ago there were the eminent thinkers 

who were worried about the spread of literacy. Plato is the most often cited. There was likely to be a 

problem, they thought, if the common people learned to read and write. But what exactly would the 

problem be? Could it have something to do with the telling suggestion that people might develop 

‘ideas above their station’ if they could read and write? Remember, the aim to retain power is a great 

spur to the encouragement of ignorance in others. Nevertheless literacy developed into a concept 

which allowed that it might be a good idea if some people could read and write. It was, in the main, 

a functional notion of literacy. It seldom had much to do with the reading and writing of those who 

would be running the show. They (the leaders) could develop their concept of literacy into a subtle, 

well-honed instrument for understanding, analysing, describing, and creating meaning. 
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The ordinary person was expected to develop a form of literacy that enabled them to write a let-

ter of application, to enter records in books, all according to conventional rules of spelling and 

grammar. Sometimes the ordinary person might also read a newspaper. The more advanced were 

encouraged to read highly selected works from the ‘masters’. In all this there was seldom any 

notion of critical thinking, of analysis, and above all, of any possibility of exercising autonomous 

critical judgement. Literacy usually meant acquiring the skills necessary in order for us to interpret 

the world in the ways our masters or mistresses thought best. 

All this changed when some organisations concerned with workers decided that literacy was linked 

with knowledge. Long before Michel Foucault came on the scene, some organisations went as far 

as carving in stone above the entry to their education centres ‘Knowledge is Power’. Then there 

was the literacy associated with Liberation Theologists or those like Paulo Freire, who pointed 

out that underdevelopment was a transitive verb - someone had to do it to someone else. When 

literacy took a turn towards action in the material world, rather than being a means of drilling 

the compliant, it became a very different concept indeed. Literacy could then become a means to 

several possible ends. These included the capacity to read and understand, but also the capacity to 

act in and on the world. Whenever literacy has become a concept allied to forms of intellectual or 

other liberations, it has always been guided back to a more benign form. 

	

I want to make just a few more observations about developments in the concept of literacy, and in 

doing so to move towards identifying aspects of multimodal communication and media literacy. 

The reason for doing this is that both these concepts, still in their relative infancy, require serious 

consideration by all educators. For those interested in media education and democracy they are of 

central significance. The term multimodal has been associated recently with the work of a colleague 

at the Institute of Education, Gunther Kress and his writing partner Theo van Leeuwen. As the 

subtitle to their recent book suggests, they are concerned with the modes and media of contem-

porary communication (Kress and van Leeuwen 2001). Recognising that communication takes 

place in more than one mode most of the time is not entirely new. But what is perhaps a novel 

development is the manner in which the screens we read for much of our lives are changing. They 

now carry the written word, convey the spoken word, play us melodies or cacophonies, show us 
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slow motion or time-lapse photography, and split the screen into two or three or four designated 

areas from which we have to choose what to read, watch or listen to first. Indeed we are often 

developing our capacities to take in several messages at the same time.

	

For the more traditional literacy teacher this can sound somewhere between absurd and insane. 

The security of learning to read and write seems under threat. The even greater security of being 

able to teach reading and writing is, it seems, being eroded or removed from the teacher. I am 

deliberately overstating the case, but I do think there are many, and not only professional educa-

tors, who feel this way. So how should we address the situation and how should we develop our 

understanding of media literacy?

	

We are certainly living in a period of significant transition in the ways in which communication 

occurs. Whether it is with our mobile phones or our palmtops or laptops, changes are taking place. 

Some written communication is becoming telegrammatic, abbreviated. But we should remember 

that this is the case only for specific generic forms of communication. The written word still holds 

considerable sway and there are many millions of people on this planet for whom a computer is 

the tool of the rich, the dominator, the ‘other.’ The key point I wish to emphasise is that we need 

to conceptualise literacy as both a process and a tool. Our understanding of literacy has to move 

beyond the narrow, nervous definitions to which so many governments adhere. Literacy is about 

more than policing what I will call the ‘unreader’ and ‘unwriter’. Literacy is about more than the 

written word. It is, in short, about multi modality.

	

But recognising that communication is multimodal is only a beginning. We have to ask, as well, 

just what kind of literacy we expect in our school students, in young people, in citizens and future 

citizens. There is, of course, the possibility of erecting a new multimodal literacy which is just as 

deadening as that which has been associated with some conventional reading and writing. If we 

use a concept of literacy which works on a kind of deficit model - trying to give people what they 

regrettably do not have - this will not work. Let me put it as plainly as I can. Literacy needs to be 

a by-product of the educational process, not its main goal. I will return to this point when I consider 

pedagogy at the end of this piece.
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Democracy, Media Literacy and Media Education

If media literacy is related to understandings of democracy, we have to ask some serious ques-

tions about the nature of that relationship. Are we concerned with education about democracy or 

education for democracy? Are we able to practice any of the principles of democracy in any part of 

our engagement with media education and media literacy? The key realisation we have to arrive 

at is that such matters are much more than academic. The attitude towards an understanding of 

democracy in our young people is likely to be of central importance for the future of our societies. 

At the moment the belief in democracy is hardly a burning issue in many quarters. There is much 

evidence of apathy or even downright hostility to the practices of what we call democratic govern-

ment. It is easy for teachers who believe in the democratic process to find the nearest soapbox 

(usually in the classroom), climb on to it and berate their audience (the children) for their apathy 

and ignorance. This may work wonders for the teacher, but it tends to confirm in the children 

their antipathy to the whole issue. 

	

My focus, for the moment, is on the relationship between media literacy and democracy. Here is a 

short list of questions, on which I will offer a brief commentary. My suggestion is that we should 

be involved, in our schools and colleges in drawing up such lists, questions and commentaries. 

The lists and the questions may well form the basis for our engagement in the field. Posing such 

questions is also something which should, in schools at least, involve the children. It is something 

which we should do together with them rather than for them.

Should we concentrate on developing the children’s understanding of the way the media pro-
duce their messages - whether it be television or the press, etc.?

Should we attempt to simulate the experience of working in the media?

Should we attempt to develop analytical skills in children by teaching them basic semiotics 
- questions of denotation and connotation? If they were more advanced should we move 
into the realms of Barthesian myth?

Should we encourage children to examine different forms of democracy and the way in 
which democracy is represented in the media?

How critical can we be and still believe in democracy?
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How much can we teach about democracy and the media without becoming involved in 
other curriculum subjects such as history?

What would be an appropriate pedagogy for approaching media literacy and issues of 
‘democracy’?

I have raised seven questions here, and I am sure there are many, many more that could be for-

mulated. The questions, of course, represent my points of entry into the subject. They are loaded 

questions. But I would argue that they should be loaded, and furthermore that formulating loaded 

questions is a way of formulating critical discourses. 

Let me briefly go over each question and make one or two comments. The first question asks media 

educators to ponder the relationship between developing the children’s understanding of the way 

print, moving image and digital media produce their messages and democratic principles. This is 

not particularly new to any media educator. Media literacy certainly requires us to be able to rec-

ognise how a message is structured. We can learn, over time, to ask more questions about a given 

message, such as who made it, why they made it the way they did, and who their intended audi-

ence might be. If we come to be a little more critical, we might ask whether the message works in 

anyone’s interest or to the detriment of anyone’s interest. By the time we get to these kinds of ques-

tions, we are just about ready to consider the ways in which democracy works - or doesn’t work.

	

Of course, the way in which we can turn these musings into something concrete is to look at a 

specific headline or story in a newspaper, or to take a particular story in the television news and 

see how it is put together. Our questions, then, stop being an abstract exercise and may take on 

an urgency because they refer to our lived experience, to the very material world in which we live.

	

My second question asked whether we should simulate the experience of working in the media. 

The answer to this question is likely to be a qualified ‘yes’. Qualified because it is not so easy to 

simulate everything in the media. We can, however, simulate a news programme, if we have the 

equipment and the will. We can discover in a modest way the pressures under which those in the 

media have to make decisions and decide what is newsworthy. What we will learn about the media 

if we simulate their practices is that they are not particularly democratic! In saying this, I do not 

seek to offend any broadcasters who may read this. Quite the reverse. When working with stu-
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dents on virtually any production, I have found that they are willing to renounce democracy after 

a while, in the name of simply getting something done. They find that most production processes 

that involve the delivery of a pre-scripted or structured message are intensely authoritarian. It is 

not an accident that we have directors, producers and floor managers. There is something almost 

military about certain forms of media production. Discovering this can help us to become media 

literate in a particular and critical way. We can learn that the media in a democracy have to work 

in ways which are often the antithesis of the system they are there to champion.

	

My third question asked whether we should attempt to develop analytical skills in children by 

teaching them basic semiotics. Once again my answer would be a qualified ‘yes’. Semiotics is, or 

wants to be, a science of signs. This is not the place to go into it in any detail. I would only note 

that teaching semiotics is something which we are still learning about. We have, many of us, made 

some mistakes in that we have turned what was an exciting and critical activity into a mechanical 

and boring one for the children. Semiotics is something which allows us to question the ways in 

which meanings are made and the ways in which we and others make sense of messages. It does 

not matter whether we are studying the news, soap operas, advertisements or any number of dif-

ferent media. But if we turn it into an arid set of skills it does not inspire our students. It might 

be better if we reconsidered semiotics as a way of questioning the power interests and relationships 

within democracies. If we did this, we would not be telling our students simply that they are lucky 

to live in democracies, or that they have to become serious and responsible citizens because we 

adults say so. Instead, we would be turning to questions of power, influence and signification. 

We would be asking how democratic institutions and democratic decisions are re-presented in 

the media. Such an approach wants to establish why we are told that the world is the way it is. It 

would also want to know if there are ways in which we can check the representations we see and 

hear against something else. Perhaps, flying in the face of postmodern doubt, we might ask about 

returning to the referent. That means we would have to check what we are told in the media 

against every other means we have of making sense of the world. It would mean that we would 

be likely to become involved. 

	

My fourth question is two-fold. Should we encourage children to examine different forms of 

democracy, as well as the way in which democracy is represented in the media? Here my answer is 

an unequivocal yes. We need to be studying the ways in which political parties, elections, politi-

cians and a host of political issues are reported on in the media. We need to consider the ways 
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in which democracy in the trade unions takes place - and is represented. We need to consider 

carefully the ways in which democracy takes its place in the family, the school, the church - and 

how it is represented in the media. Remember that this would include reference to dramatisation 

as well as news and documentary. The challenge we face is how to do this in a way which involves 

the children/students in a process, an investigation in which they are players, not merely observers.

My fifth question asks, “How much can we teach about democracy and the media without 

becoming involved in other curriculum subjects such as history?” This question relates to media 

literacy and the rest of the curriculum, as well as to the relationship between media literacy and 

democracy. I want to argue that there is no way that you can approach issues of democracy with-

out getting involved in history. It does not matter which country you live in, questions of history 

will be crucial if you are going to attempt to understand the nature and purpose of your own and 

other people’s democracies. Media literacy and democracy are hollow concepts without history.

Finally, I asked what might be an appropriate pedagogy for media literacy and issues of democ-

racy. In other words, how do you teach about democracy and combine it with the development 

of media literacy? This is really too much to address in one short piece, so I am going to offer 

just one out of many possible answers here. My answer is to develop strategies where what you are 

teaching is not immediately apparent! This would seem to flatly contradict those who say that we 

must have objectives and be able to predict our learning outcomes. But it is, I argue, a strategy 

which pays dividends and ensures that education is a continuous process rather than a mechanical 

accumulation of information and skills. 

There is a need, if we wish to understand democracy, to understand what the rules of democracy 

might be. And we need to ask who writes the rules of democracy and in whose interests they are 

designed to operate. But we also need to consider a host of other questions which might make 

democracy an important issue for our children. We can do this both through the media we study 

and the messages we create. But the topic is either potentially boring (too many rulebooks, laws 

and political broadcasts) or potentially irrelevant (teachers pontificating about things which they 

say young people should know to be better people). A way to avoid this unproductive situation 

is to learn to think, to analyse and to make messages with more creativity. We have to bring the 

academic and intellectual tools of media education back to life - to restore their relevance.
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One way of doing this is to consider topics by approaching them obliquely - not preaching but 

enquiring. We need to produce fearless investigators. We need to provide them with the tools and 

confidence to undertake their work. We need, therefore, to enable our students to formulate ques-

tions about that which they study. We need to use the concept of multimodal communication as 

our guide for one important reason. In multimodal communication there are many things going 

on at once. Children are already capable of coping with a multiplicity of communicative modalities. 

They can relate with relative ease to multimodal communication. We need to adopt what might 

be called a multimodal approach to our teaching in this field. We need several disciplines to grow 

together if our concept of media literacy is to be relevant in our democracies. It has been noted 

that history is crucial here, as are the skills more conventionally associated with media education.

Why should we bother with all this? Because working through media literacy and democracy is a 

means to generate thought, creativity and responsible action. This is something about which much 

more needs to be said. But we ignore these issues at our peril and the peril of future generations. 

No kidding.

R E F E R E N C E
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The editors of this journal have asked me to write on my ‘vision’ of media education in the 21st 

century. Unfortunately I am to vision what President Bush is to statesmanship or Elizabeth Taylor 

is to matrimony. At the recent Summit 2000 conference in Toronto I found myself fraudulently 

sitting with a panel of experts discussing the future of media literacy. I had to excuse myself by 

saying that as the father of a two-year old daughter I was unaware of what had been happening in 

the wider world since 1998. I don’t own a computer or use either the internet or e-mail. I have 

never used a mobile phone. Whilst I understand the benefits of the new technologies in enabling 

people to do more things more quickly, the quality of my own life is entirely dependent upon 

my doing fewer things more slowly. Anyone reading this, therefore, would be quite entitled to 

respond in a similar way to the American cinema manager, fed up with costume dramas, who said 

to his distributor, “Send me no more movies where the guy writes with a feather”.

I have been emboldened to write this piece only because the future is so unpredictable, so unknow-

able. The world is dangerously unstable, and as I sit at my desk here in England on New Year’s 

Eve, 2002, I fear for the events which may unfold even in the short gap between my words being 

written and their being read. I am old enough to remember the time when the function of politi-

cians was to resolve conflicts and avert war. Now Bush and Blair are casting around for a credible 
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reason to justify aggression. We appear to be on the cusp of war, more terrorist attacks and sui-

cide bombings, and the possible use of chemical and biological weapons, with all of the pain and 

misery which these things will bring to innocent men, women and children. Both the British and 

American governments are currently engaged in a vigorous propaganda war against widespread 

public scepticism about the necessity for war with Iraq. Once the war begins and lives are being 

lost the media will be under pressure to adopt a propagandist role as the space for dissent rapidly 

closes down. This process will take place on all sides of the conflict. It is a process which will be 

bolstered by lies, misinformation, distortion, and the vilification, stereotyping and demonisation 

of ‘the other’, the enemy. Its contribution to the total sum of the human misery will be incalcula-

ble. Could the need in all societies for a critical mass of knowledgeable and sceptical citizens who 

can understand, see through and oppose this process be clearer?

It was ever thus. The visions which have fuelled media education’s progress in the past have not 

been futuristic, utopian or technological. They have been, if anything, anti-technological, dysto-

pian, and rooted in the past. They can be summed up in two words which history has repeatedly 

proved to be over-optimistic, but which those determined to learn the lessons of human catastro-

phe have to utter: ‘Never again’.

The father of media education in the English-speaking world, F R Leavis, was also the father of 

contemporary literary criticism, the man who turned the study of literature from an elegant dab-

bling in belles-lettres into not simply a serious academic discipline but one which could be seen 

by the 1930s as “the supremely civilising pursuit”i. Leavis’s interest in promoting media education 

in schools presents us with a puzzle. Why should the most influential, rigorous and irascible liter-

ary critic of the day take an interest in, let alone encourage, the classroom analysis of magazines, 

advertisements, newspapers, and other ephemera?ii After all, Oxbridge dons do not generally 

bother themselves with such apparently trivial classroom minutiae. One answer to this enigma 

may lie in what must have been a transformative experience for Leavis, but which he nowhere 

mentions anywhere in his published work. During the Great War he had served as an ambulance 

worker and stretcher-bearer on the battlefields of Europe. The horrors and depredations which 

he witnessed must have been deeply traumatising and had a profound influence upon the young 

Leavis. What he was witness to were the flesh-and-blood consequences of the breakdown of 
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humane and civilised values, in which men’s lives were regarded, even by their own commanding 

officers, mechanistically, as being simply disposable. Leavis would also, of course, have seen the 

effects of the contemporary campaigns of mass persuasion which were necessary before an entire 

generation of young men would be prepared, often voluntarily, to face death and serious injury. 

And, as the war progressed, the necessity of keeping the truth about the scale and magnitude of the 

slaughter from the people was acknowledged by the leading politicians of the day. Lloyd George, 

the British Prime Minister said to CP Scott, editor of the Manchester Guardian, “If people really 

knew, the war would be stopped tomorrow. But, of course, they don’t know and can’t know. The 

correspondents don’t write, and the censorship would not pass, the truth”iii. 

Whilst there is no direct evidence to support it, it is difficult not to make a connection between 

Leavis’s personal witnessing of the slaughter of his generation, his subsequent analysis of the mass 

media, and his conviction of the importance of media education in schools. He had seen for him-

self the consequences of the media’s promotion of what he called “the herd instinct”, a conformity 

of tastes and ideas which was necessary both for the consumption of mass-produced goods and 

the governance of mass societies. Education, for Leavis, had to provide a counter-influence to this 

conformist, levelled-down environment and encourage resistance to it through the development 

of discrimination and critical judgement. In the words of Leavis’s co-author, Denys Thompson, - 

and the choice of analogy is significant – the purpose of education “should be to turn out misfits, 

not spare parts”.iv

Whilst Leavis was beginning his educational work on the mass media in Britain, the leading expo-

nents of media study in continental Europe were the Frankfurt School of theorists. Once again, 

the political context could scarcely have been more personally traumatic. The rise of Nazi-ism 

compelled the School to leave Germany in the 1930s and move to the USA. The success of Nazi-

ism was scarcely separable from the effectiveness of its propaganda machine, and this in turn was 

made possible by the growth and development of the mass media during the 1930s. In particular 

what the Nazis created was a mass-audience for its state-run broadcasting system. As early as 1933 

German radio manufacturers had been encouraged to produce a cheap uniform set, so that by 

1939 Germany had a higher percentage of households owning a wireless set (some 70%) than any 

other country in the world. Even this was not enough for the Nazi propagandists. Compulsory 

listening was introduced by putting loudspeakers into factories and even installing loudspeaker 



58

pillars in the streetsv. In attempting to analyse and explore the rise of fascism (and later the lack of 

support for radical ideas in the USA) the Frankfurt group gave some centrality to the ideological 

function of the mass media, and their role in shaping public opinion, a role which they saw as 

essential to the success of the Nazis in the 1930s, the prosecution of war, and ultimately to the 

practice of genocide. 

I was fortunate to be born of a generation which did not directly experience these horrors. And 

when I began teaching in 1963 I knew little of the Frankfurt school or Leavis’s media work. 

The previous year, however, I had had a “never again” experience of my own. I was a graduate 

student at Rice University in Houston when the world came close to nuclear catastrophe during 

the Cuban Missile crisis. As we now know, it was a cataclysm which was averted as much by luck 

as by political judgement. However, no less shocking to me than the probability of a nuclear 

holocaust was the fact that as far as I could tell most of the population of the USA seemed to be 

revelling in the possibility of a final ‘showdown’ and ‘shoot-out’ with the Russians. Texans, for 

example seemed to be almost uniformly gung-ho. But this was not simply a Southern conserva-

tive response. My fellow graduate-students in English, intelligent, liberal, and from all parts of the 

USA, all backed Kennedy to the hilt. 

Media coverage of the crisis and most of the discussions taking place in the USA at the time 

seemed to me to be based upon a crazy assumption: that a nuclear war was actually winnable. 

And that it was worth winning. Overnight I attained the uncomfortable and unsought-after status 

of “outsider”, someone completely out-of-synch with what appeared to be well-nigh unanimous 

public opinion. My Britishness was, of course, part of the reason for this. Whilst it may have been 

just crazily feasible that some semblance of civilisation might possibly survive a nuclear war in a 

country as vast as the USA, in Britain a mere half-dozen bombs would be enough to blow my far-

away family, friends and fellow-countrymen off the map. And in 1961 Britain, as one of the most 

important strategic bases from which American nuclear weapons would be dispatched to Russia, 

was a primary first-strike target.
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This, then, was my own traumatic experience, from which grew the first stirrings of a conscious-

ness of the importance of a critical media education. Sadly the “never again” experience was 

repeated. In 1982, in order to pursue the Falklands War, Margaret Thatcher’s government had 

to persuade the British people that it was worthwhile losing British lives for the future of some 

small distant islands of whose very existence they had been blissfully unaware just a few weeks 

earlier. The transformation of public opinion was remarkable. Even after the Task Force had 

sailed, 60% of the British people still opposed the taking of military action. Yet a few weeks later 

to have expressed such a view could easily have provoked physical confrontation, and charges of 

being a “traitor”. Clearly an enormous amount of ideological work was necessary to achieve this 

movement of public opinion. To that end a whole battery of news management techniques was 

employed to ensure that this would be a “good news war”. These included both direct and vol-

untary censorship, the political intimidation of broadcasters, and pressure upon all journalists to 

become propagandists. Journalists from favoured newspapers were specially selected to accompany 

the Task Force in return for which they were expected to (and did) connive at the government’s 

censorship and misinformation strategies. This, the press-pool system, was Margaret Thatcher’s 

pioneering contribution to political control of the media, and was subsequently adopted by the 

Pentagon in Grenada, Panama and the war against Iraq, and by Russia in the second Chechnya 

war.vi

Living through the Falklands conflict was, for me, a dramatic confirmation of the need to develop 

a widespread critical understanding of the media, not simply in schools, but throughout society. 

As a result I was motivated to do my bit by writing my own book, Teaching the Media, in which 

I used media coverage of the Falklands conflict and the miners’ strike of 1983/4 as key examples. 

But the book was not the product of any vision. Like my much more distinguished predecessors, 

I was simply trying to absorb the lessons of contemporary events.

These ‘lessons’ are now deeply unfashionable. The thrust of much media theory and research 

over the past twenty years has been to play down notions of more general media influences and 

effects in favour of a representation of audiences as active meaning-makers who use the media for 

their own purposes and pleasures. This is sensible enough. Indeed it is the very function of media 

education to stimulate and support these kinds of active readings. Unfortunately the views of ear-



60

lier theorists have too frequently been caricatured as postulating the idea of audiences as passive 

“dupes”. This is not an interpretation which can be substantiated by direct reference to the work 

of the theorists themselves. Indeed Canadian scholar Dallas Smythe, a mass-society theorist if ever 

there was one, who was noted for his work on the media as Consciousness Industries, could write 

nearly fifty years ago, in 1954, that 

“It is important to understand that audience members act on the programme content. They take 

it and hold it in the image of their individual needs and values”.vii

In fact reader-response theories are neither as new nor as revolutionary as many of their exponents 

would have it. But because audiences can and do make their own meanings from, (and even set 

up their own resistances to) media messages we should not draw from this the quite unwarranted 

conclusion (as some have) that the media themselves may not be of any great ideological influence 

or significance. That is to fly in the face of considerable evidence to the contrary.

Whatever view one takes of earlier mass communication theorists such as Leavis and the Frankfurt 

School, the phenomenon they were trying to understand and explain still has to be accounted for. 

It haunts us today.

The twentieth century was disfigured by every conceivable kind of barbarity – and barbarity on a 

grand scale: wars; national, religious and ethnic conflicts; the wholesale murder and extermination 

of civilian populations; genocide; apartheid; and crimes against humanity which have transgressed 

taboos which have existed in all societies, such as the torture or murder of adults and the killing of 

children. The scale and magnitude of these atrocities is only explicable in terms of the existence of 

effective channels for the widespread dissemination of propaganda, disinformation, stereotyping, 

hatred and lies. As Cees Hamelink has put it:

“The exercise of gross violence on a grand scale needs motivating beliefs. In order to get people to 

commit such crimes, they need to believe that the violent acts are right. In situations where crimes 

against humanity are committed one normally finds systematic distribution of hate propaganda 

and disinformation. The purpose of this is the promotion and justification of the social and/or 

physical elimination of certain social groups. Members of such groups are first targeted as ‘socially 
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undesirable’; they are publicly ridiculed, insulted and provoked (often in the media) and when the 

harassments become physical, the victims are indeed beaten up and killed. The elimination beliefs 

that motivate people to kill each other are not part of the human genetic constitution. They are 

social constructs, which need social institutions for their dissemination. Such institutions include 

religious communities, schools, families and the mass media.”viii

Hamelink was writing in 2002 with recent evidence from the Balkans and Rwanda in the forefront 

of his mind. He is certainly right to place the role of media within the context of a network of 

other influences upon human consciousness. No one would argue – and I am certainly not – that 

the media have been the root cause of the conflicts and problems I have been describing. But 

their scale and ferocity is scarcely explicable without recourse to the power and effectiveness of 

contemporary media.

The role of hate radio in the Rwanda massacres, for example, has now been well documented. 

This was no stoking of age-old animosities between rival ethnic groups. Until 1959 there had 

never been systematic political violence recorded between Hutus and Tutsis anywhere.ix In 1994 

800,000 Tutsis were killed by Hutus in just one hundred days: that is five and a half lives ter-

minated every minute.x Neighbours who had lived in peace for years were killed by people they 

considered to be their friends. “Ordinary people turned into crazed killing machines” – and all 

of this orchestrated by RTML Hutu extremist radio who referred to Tutsis as “cockroaches.” 

and recited the names, addresses and vehicle numbers of prominent targets, so that they could 

be murdered. Philip Gourevitch’s classic study of the Rwandan genocide makes a crucial point: 

“In 1994, Rwanda was regarded in much of the rest of the world as an exemplary instance of the 

chaos and anarchy associated with collapsed states. In fact, genocide was the product of order, 

authoritarianism, decades of modern political theorising and indoctrination and one of the most 

meticulously administered states in history.”xi

In Rwanda national radio was used “to prepare the ground for slaughter and to ratchet up the sug-

gestive message of us against them to the categorically compelling kill or be killed.”xii In a historic 

legal judgment in 2002, the mass media were recognised for the first time as being complicit in 

war crimes. The Belgian broadcaster Georges Ruggiu was given a 12 year prison sentence for the 

war crime of inciting people to commit genocide in his broadcasts for Rwandan radio.
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As we stand at the very beginnings of a new century in a world more unstable and insecure than 

it has been within the living memory of most of us, who would dare to predict that the horrors 

which await us will not exceed even those of the past hundred years? Philip Knightley, author of 

that classic history of war reporting, The First Casualty xiii said recently that war reporting is now 

dead: “The war correspondent now has only two choices. He must become part of the govern-

ment and military’s propaganda machine or he must quit.” What is clear is that the control and 

manipulation of the media by state, political, military and commercial interests particularly at 

times of crisis have never been more cohesive or sophisticated. 

H.G. Wells almost a hundred years ago described civilisation as a “race between education and 

catastrophe.” Has that race now been definitively lost? Given the power of the forces lined up 

against us, what influence can we possibly have as puny media teachers? Perhaps little. But there 

may be grounds for at least a glimmer of hope. In 1976 media education as we know it now did 

not exist. Today it is represented by an international movement which has active networks in 

many countries and at least a foothold in perhaps a majority of countries in the world. It repre-

sents a resource for hope, one to which any media teacher can connect, and it has already made 

an important contribution to the creation of media-literate citizens in many countries across the 

world. In a time-span of less than thirty years, this has been no mean achievement.

This paper has attempted to demonstrate the links which may exist between the ‘visions’ of some of 

the founding fathers of our movement and our own. These visions are neither utopian nor techno-

logical, but grounded in an analysis of the grim realities of contemporary conflicts and crises. They 

are visions which can help us place our own, often mundane day-to-day activities within the context 

of an international movement which, in the long run, may turn out to be of more significance than 

we can yet imagine. One thing is for certain. The work of the distinguished pioneers of our move-

ment, and of thousands of media teachers and academics across the globe attest to the belief that 

these are visions to which it is worth devoting a professional life. And, in a grim world, that offers at 

least some grounds for hope. It may or may not amount to much. But it is what we can do.
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1982

During the Malvinas (Falklands) war in 1982 mass media in Argentina were strictly controlled by 

the military government. Television and radio channels promoted a strong feeling of victory and 

triumph. “Argentineans to win” was the main and repeated slogan in television campaigns. This 

slogan immediately complemented the previous “Argentineans are human and right” on the TV 

screens since 1976. This was meant to imply human rights as well as being on the right side. The 

military spoke of the same human rights they themselves violated: tens of people were kidnapped 

and “disappeared” everyday. 

Argentina and England both claimed these two islands located in the south of Argentina, for cen-

turies. The war, declared by the Argentine military dictatorship, was the military´s last attempt 

to stay in power and to increase their low credibility with the populace. Argentina lost the war, 

and more than a thousand young people. That was the beginning of the end for the Argentine 

dictatorship.

Media Education is  
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During the Malvinas war, the media campaign, controlled by the military regime, was organized on 

three axes: a feeling of triumph, a rejection for anything English, and a strong feeling of nationalism. 

Thus, only British casualties were broadcast on TV news, it was suggested schools should not teach 

about Shakespeare and record stores should not sell the Beatles’ music. After sixty days, the same 

media would announce the Argentinian defeat and the hundreds of Argentine casualties. 

Thousands of kilometers from Buenos Aires, in England, the media also covered the Malvinas war. 

Within a few days, it was already necessary to convince the British society that it was worthwhile 

to offer their lives (or others´ lives) for the future of some faraway islands, the very existence 

of which had been ignored by most of them only a few weeks before. A huge ideological work 

(through the media, mainly) was necessary to revert the public opinion and to convince them of 

the uprightness of the government´s cause. (Masterman, 1993)

The Malvinas war experience, either in a democratic or a dictatorial country, confirms the deep 

democratic dimension of a media education program. Democracy is the main reason for media 

education. 

The process of redemocratization in Latin America since the early 1980´s has sparked considerable 

interest in ways to consolidate the new democratic institutions in the region. Issues of citizenship 

and democratic education are regarded as crucial for the consolidation of democratic regimes in 

Latin America. Much effort has been devoted to educational interventions and programs to stren-

gthen democratic values among children and young people. 

Empirical work (Catterberg, 1989) supports the deep-rooted, anti-democratic elements in the 

Argentine political culture. The findings also cast doubt on the socializing power of political 

democracy per se. Apparently, growing up in a democracy does not by itself guarantee the repro-

duction of a democratic political culture. (Ichilov, 1990)

In Argentina, as a new democracy, transmission of democratic values from one generation to 

the next cannot be assumed. Schools do not necessarily promote democratic orientations, nor 

provide students with the critical skills necessary to participate in the public sphere. (Chaffee, 

Morduchowicz, 1997; Morduchowicz, Niemi, 1994). Furthermore, the media reduced the public 

sphere, by defining the public agenda. In Argentina, during almost a decade, the military used the 

media to de-politicize the social debate and to de-socialize politics. (Landi 1984)
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Media education in the new Argentine democracy was meant to teach students to face and oppose 

any reduction of the public sphere. Media education was meant to analyze the public agenda offered 

by the media and to deconstruct and question media messages (unquestioned during the previous 

years). Media education was meant to reinforce a democratic citizenship, understood as more than 

passive compliance. Media education was oriented to build citizens who would know how to cha-

llenge and use information, to make choices, decisions and judgements, to criticize, to object and 

to participate in a new free society. Media education is education for democracy. Media education 

means the capacity to read, the possibility of excercising autonomous and critical thinking and the 

opportunity to act in and on the real world.

Media education is concerned with the way the world is represented and mediated. It addresses 

how messages are put together, by whom, and in whose interests. Above all, media education is 

an endless inquiry on the way we make sense of the world and the way others make sense of the world 

for us. (Ferguson 1998). 

Media education is about being informed through the media and about the media. Media educa-

tion is about democracy. It is a way of questioning how democracy is represented in the media. 

Media education is about knowledge and power within democracies. Media education is about 

participation. It is about giving a voice to the ones represented in the media, who are affected by 

these representations and usually silenced. Media education is education for democracy.

In Argentina, as in other Latin American countries, support for democracy as a political sys-

tem seems to depend heavily on its perceived capacity to meet immediate individual economic 

demands (Catterberg, 1989). Democratic orientations are less widespread and less stable among 

those who bear most the impact of recurrent economic crises. This is not a surprising finding in a 

country characterized by a polarization of wealth as many Latin American countries are.

Argentina and Brazil are among the most unequal countries in the world in terms of their dis-

tribution of income. The poorest 20 percent of the population in Argentina receive 3.8 percent 

of national income. The richest 20 percent receive 54.25 percent. The Latin American region is 

particularly unequal when compared to other areas of the world. (Levin, 2001)
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More than 40 percent of the population in Latin America live in extremely poor conditions. 

During the last twenty years, this number increased from 136 millon in 1980, to 204 millon in 

1997 and the number of people living in extreme and absolute poverty (lack of income necessary 

to satisfy basic food needs) increased from 62 millon to 90 million, during the same period. 

(CEPAL, 1998)

Since 2001, Argentina entered the deepest crisis in its history. The economic situation can´t be 

worse: four years of recession, a foreign debt of 140,000 million dollars, the highest unemployement 

in its history (21 percent); five millon people sub-employed (who work less than 30 hours a week) 

and 50 percent of the population in poverty (earns an average of 70 US dollars a month). The 

financial system reflected its weak situation when the people´s savings in all banks were frozen by 

the government. No one could have his money back, and savings earned during a lifetime could not 

be used. This decision made the middle class in Buenos Aires go out to the streets and protest. Two 

weeks after the freezing issue, the president at that time had to leave. The decision still continues at 

the time this paper is written (8 months later) and it further strengthened the recession. Banks are 

not trusted, the industry does not get any credit and new jobs cannot be created. 

This crisis especially affects children. Out of the 16 millon people living in poverty in Argentina 

today, half of them are under 18. Eight million young people live in poor families. In Argentina, 

half of all children are poor and half of the poor are children. In this context, any educational pro-

gram in Latin America needs to consider the social context when defining its objectives.

Social structure is a key factor to consider when evaluating any field intervention aimed at citizen-

ship education in such a setting. If pro-democratic norms are strengthened in the upper socioeco-

nomic families, yet remain weak further down the socioeconomic ladders, this widened gap could 

undermine support for the entire regime during times of trouble. 

There exists in Latin America a strong relationship between economic conditions and schooling. 

Poverty and education are linked. Families with low levels of education are more likely to be 

impoverished than those with higher levels of education. The poorest groups are precisely those 

for whom the school is an essential (and probably unique) source for access to knowledge, even if 

the quality of education they get is often second rate.
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To eliminate poverty means to offer to the poorest students new educational opportunities 

through specific interventions and programs in schools, always considering the students´ econo-

mic and social context. 

A universal curriculum for everyone does not usually consider the children´s social background 

and it is often used to promote “homogenesation” and inequalities. It often ignores (or even 

condemns) the lower class children’s experiences and their own culture, in which the media 

(particularly television) play an important role. When the school condemns the lower class student’s 

relationship with the media, it also condemns the student´s culture. 

Quite frequently, schools tend to value some cultural experiences and to ignore others. Schools 

do not place theater and bricolage at the same level. Cartoons and classic literature, books and 

television are not considered equal (Bourdieu 1993).

Media education in Argentina (and in Latin America as well), then, is not only about the media. It 

is also about the students´ lives, their social context and their interaction with culture. To understand 

the particular relationship lower class children establish with the media (what they watch, what 

they think, what they learn, what they say) is an essential part of media education in Argentina 

and throughout Latin America. 

Media education is about media representations. It is intended to train students to be critically 

reflective. Recognising contradictions in media messages is a key element in media education. 

Nevertheless, the identification of dilemmas and contradictions in the media cannot be separated 

from contradictions and dilemmas in the students´ own lives. Media education is about life beyond 

the classroom in relation to media representations. And this relationship needs constant critical 

exploration. (Ferguson, 1998)

Lower class students´ relationships and experiences with the media, far from being ignored or 

condemned by the school, need to be analysed and questioned by the students and the teachers in 

the classroom. The particular relationship that lower class children establish with the media affects 

the way they perceive the world. This is precisely why it should be critically explored. 
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Students have to be able to ask “what if” questions about media representations and the societies 

to which such representations refer. Students have to believe that change is possible and that they 

may have some role to play. (Ferguson, 1999).

Children construct widely different meanings from their cultural experiencies based on their 

socio- economic class and on the social context in which these experiences occur. Every child is 

an individual marked by his personal history. But, at the same time and no less important, s/he 

is also a member of a social class. This fact strongly conditions his opportunities for social success 

(Chombart de Lauwe, Bellan 1979). The social context does not (and cannot) directly model or 

determine a person, but it is certainly the universe of meaning from which a person builds up his 

own world and his perception of reality.

Family expectations, unequal cultural possibilities and inequitable access to educational opportu-

nities also generate a particular relationship between children and the media. Media consumption 

is strongly marked by socio-cultural contexts. Appropriation of media messages will certainly be 

different between children from different socio-cultural backgrounds. Social and economic restric-

tions and cultural inequalities are reflected in the media practices and experiences of low income 

families (Danos, Dionisio 1986).

The fact that lower class children are heavier viewers than their peers from middle class, less selec-

tive in their choices, and mainly consumers of fictional programs, needs to be explored. The fact 

that television plays an essential compensation role in the children´s lives because it allows them 

to learn from the programming, knowledge and social practices they would not get from anywhere 

else, is also important. The fact that the television, placed on the table in the middle of the unique 

room where they live, is used as an object of conversation, as a meeting point and as a family 

reunion every night, needs to be explored. The fact that there is no guilt in what they watch and 

the positive way they talk about television, needs further investigation (Morduchowicz, 2001).

Consumption and pleasure gained from the media has ideological significance. It may depend 

upon a relatively stable relationship and dynamic between audience and texts. Media education 

has to involve questions of pleasure, power and politics. So, what lower class children understand as 

pleasure needs to be analyzed. Not just as mere information. Problematising pleasure is one of the 

key functions of media education. 
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2012

Ten years from now, media education in Latin America will certainly face the challenge of wor-

king on one main direction: to strengthen democracy, especially the new and still weak democracies 

in this part of the world. To reinforce democracy through media education means questioning its 

representation in the media and, certainly more, in the real world.

In Latin America, especially, students need to believe that change is possible and that, as we said 

before, they may have some role to play. The future of media education has to be built around 

the recognition that media education is about the real world in which we all live and upon which 

the students may have a democratic impact. 

This is why media education is education for democracy. This is what media education stands for, 

for the next ten years: to challenge media representations, to relate them to the children’s lives, to 

widen the public sphere, and to give a voice to the most vulnerable and often silenced students.

Popular culture is one of the few places where young people make sense of themselves and others. 

They feel they can speak for themselves and produce alternative public spheres and represent their 

own interests. The central threat to childhood innocence lies in the diminishing public spheres 

available for children to experience themselves as critical agents. (Giroux, 2000)

Media education in the next 10 years will mean taking seriously how popular culture teaches 

children to think about themselves, through the representations, values, and languages offered to 

them. It will also mean teaching them how to be cultural producers capable of creating texts that 

critically engage their experiences. 

The challenge for media education in 2010 is to transform popular public spheres into sites that 

address social problems, within a real (and not just formal) participatory democracy. 
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The curriculum needs to be organized around knowledge that relates to the communities, cultures 

and traditions of students, which in turn provide them opportunities to critically engage a sense 

of history, identity and place. Media education should help students to understand how power is 

organized through an extensive number of popular cultural spheres. (Giroux, 1996)

Media education in Latin America must be, now and in the future, a space for a critical analysis 

and, at the same time, a site that allows students to move beyond the school towards their social 

engagement in the public life.
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PART THREE
Media Education Theory and Practice
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Sunday, January 5, 2003

Who am I? 

Why am I here? 

Where am I going? 

What is to become of me and how much control will I have over that process? 

Heady questions. Questions which are quite familiar to those among us who are involved in the 

transformation from child to adult — adolescents. But now, we are ALL asking those questions, 

and frequently. Teachers, students and their parents are all facing identity crises, as are males, 

females, nations, and media organizations.

Ten Plus One Identity Crises

Neil Andersen

NEIL ANDERSEN Currently a consultant with the Toronto District School Board, Neil 
Andersen has taught film and/or media studies at five high schools and worked to help teachers 
integrate technology into their curricula for four years. He has given numerous educational 
workshops in Canada, the United States, and Europe. He has made movies and videos and designed 
computer programs, websites, and CD-ROMs. Mr. Andersen has authored or co-authored 10 
student texts and teacher resource books, among them the award-winning teachers’ guides for 
Scanning Television. His website, Media Launchpad, helps students and teachers study media 
on the Internet, and is now part of the Association for Media Literacy website (www.aml.ca). 
He received the Jesse McCanse Award in 2001 and the Magic Lantern Award in 2002, both for 
outstanding contributions to media education.
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Change has made coming-of-age a continual predicament among all of us in the Information Age. 

New technologies have created environments which constantly force us to question and re-define 

ourselves. They have contributed to the evolution from the Modern to the Post-Modern Era, and 

by virtue of their integrating nature, have simultaneously blurred those once-comfortable bound-

aries that made it easy to navigate the social and information landscape. 

The Modern Age saw truth as finite, knowable, definable, quantifiable. There were absolutes that 

people might not always have liked, but which they could count upon when making decisions 

because they were common truths. In the Post-Modern Age, truth is negotiable, and depends on 

point-of-view. The Post-Modern Age views the truths of the Modern Age as constructions, often 

perpetrated by the powerful in order to maintain their dominance. While the Modern Age saw 

significant distinctions between its national newspapers and tabloids – respectable vs. yellow jour-

nalism – the Post-Modern Age sees them as more similar than different – both constructions that 

are promoting the political agendas of their owners, confirming their audiences’ prejudices, or both.

We live in a global village where, in just minutes, the actions of one group impact another group 

half-a-world away. We are told that, according to Chaos Theory, an African butterfly’s flight can 

send a hurricane to Central America; that our buying decisions may have far-reaching consequenc-

es; that a popular food has been determined carcinogenic; and that allergies might be responsible 

for an epidemic of autism. When every move, every small decision, can have global implications, 

we vacillate about crossing the street for a cup of coffee with soy or lactose-free.

And so, in my day-to-day interactions with the teachers with whom I consult, I meet people who 

are earnestly, tenuously negotiating their functions as teachers (and often as parents and consum-

ers) in this brave new world. It is exciting to see the range of positions, the struggles, the debates 

that form their evolving identities. It is especially exciting and privileging to be able to witness 

and, in some cases, influence that evolution. Following are ten plus one identity crises that I have 

observed, and reflections that I hope may help to resolve, or at least better understand them. As we 

come to terms with the crises and sort out our new identities, goals and strategies, may we become 

more comfortable and effective as media educators.
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Identity Crisis #1:  
Transcending Print Dominance

Many teachers want their students to be able to read and write, but within a range 
that seldom exceeds words on paper. They read and reference newspapers frequently, 
but fail to consider that many of their students rarely read newspapers (if they read 
them at all), but acquire their news from TV and radio, as do more than 80% of 
North Americans. They do not believe that the demands of functional literacy in the 
Western World now include a familiarity with email and web searches and an acu-
ity with icons and images.

These teachers need to consider their students’ need for a facility with multiple sources, modes 

and languages – an ability to cross-reference and synthesize information. As well as their subject 

content, be it geography, business or technology, they must consider including explanations of 

information forms and languages within their formal instruction if their students are to truly suc-

ceed in their learnings. They need to consider that students learn and process information differ-

ently, not just because of their learning preferences, but because of the ways that the information 

is represented — print, audio, video, etc. They need to consider the multiplicity of information 

forms their students use daily.

Identity Crisis #2:  
Accepting Vulgar Media

Some teachers believe that media study, because it often involves popular culture, is 
lowly and occurs at the expense of literary appreciation. They see media works as low 
culture, and resent having to spend precious time studying them when higher qual-
ity, more meaningful, literature languishes unexamined. 

These teachers need to consider that Shakespeare’s plays were the television of their time – they 

occurred during the day, were performed in repertory, and were not taken seriously by their 

audiences. It is teachers who have sanctified Shakespearean texts as the pinnacle of literature, 
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ensuring them life everlasting by virtue of teaching them each year. It is impossible to know, but 

Shakespeare’s talent for re-processing the popular culture of his day into entertaining dramas, 

combined with his business sense, would suggest that today he would be writing for television or 

movies, or designing role-playing games. Teachers might find it extremely useful and remarkable 

to study the work of some of the 21st century’s most talented screenwriters and game designers. 

Many of these people have, like teachers, completed extensive literary study and have included 

literary qualities in their work. Like Shakespeare, they mine the language and images of popular 

culture and weave them into compelling narratives. Like Shakespeare, they articulate and re-affirm 

our personal and social fears and desires.

Identity Crisis #3:  
Transcending Media Study as Anti-literate 

Some believe that media study is anti-literate – that it prevents students from 
improving their thinking skills. Several educators have suggested that little or no 
training is needed, for instance, for watching television. “You just sit there and 
it washes over you: no thinking required.” They believe that the thinking skills 
required to understand the printed word are much more sophisticated than those 
required by the obvious sound and image of television, and that the undemanding 
time spent watching television impairs student thinking skills. 

 

These teachers need to consider the multiplexity and simultaneity of video communications, 

which include text, camera angle, camera distance, camera movement, editing, exposure, lighting, 

sound effects, voice over, music, genre and organization. Marshall McLuhan observed that new 

media contain old media. With this in mind, making sense of new media requires all the skills 

needed to understand each medium they contain, PLUS the interactions that occur between them. 

Such demands distinguish print literacy and new media literacy, each with complex demands, but 

do not privilege either.
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Identity Crisis #4:  
Accepting Media Study within English

Some teachers concede that media study is an essential skill, but that the English 
classroom is not the appropriate place for it to occur. They suggest that reading and 
writing are so crucial and students’ skills so often weak that there is no time to study 
media. Standardized testing, which focuses on reading and writing skills while 
ignoring the equally-important skills of listening, speaking, viewing and represent-
ing, has distorted the English curriculum and privileged two skill sets above the oth-
ers. This pressure has made it increasingly difficult for teachers to portion class time 
equally, and media study is usually the loser in the shuffle.

These teachers need to consider that literacy skills are neither learned nor practiced in isolation 

from one another. People read, speak, listen, view, etc. seamlessly in the course of each day, not 

pausing to note which activity they are doing, but just doing it. Students need to learn the skills 

in the same fashion, using their viewing to enhance their speaking, their listening to enhance their 

writing, in a constant rotation of skills development that mirror real-world demands. Portioning 

activities into different classrooms and times creates boundaries that prevent rather than encourage 

integrated skills development. Helping students see that all communications have patterns and 

conventions makes it easier to learn and understand each of them. 

Identity Crisis #5:  
Believing they CAN do it	

Other teachers agree that media literacy is an essential skill and that the English class-
room is a good place to include it, but have no confidence that they can help their 
students develop it. This is an entirely understandable position when so many have 
had neither pre-service nor in-service training in teaching media. (It is particularly 
ironic that some provinces/states mandate media education in their schools while their 
pre-service programs spend little, if any, time preparing new teachers to teach it.)
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These teachers need to research what education, both formal and informal, is available to them to sup-

port their media teaching. In some cases, they will find one-time workshops, short courses provided 

by support groups, and formal classroom or online university courses. There are many books that 

explicate media education theory and others which provide teaching strategies. The internet provides 

a wealth of both theory and practice supports, often in the form of lesson plans and study guides.

Some school districts have consultants who can offer useful in-service support. Where consultants do 

not exist, or where they cannot provide support, teachers might identify one among them who has 

more expertise or is having success and ask for help. Some teachers have previous career experience 

working for media organizations and can offer resources. It may be possible to invite current media 

workers to speak to teacher groups or, even better, to meet them during a tour of their studios.

Identity Crisis #6:  
Success in the face of Technopoverty

Some teachers are eager to teach media and have achieved significant levels of pro-
fessional development, but are frustrated by the lack of infrastructure they believe 
is necessary for them to provide quality education. They have little equipment (i.e., 
video cameras, sound recorders) and have to fight for scarce computer time. These 
teachers acknowledge the need for production to complete students’ media education 
(“we need to write as well as read”) but feel stymied by the political and geographi-
cal barriers created by the departmental and budgetary environments that often 
exist, especially in secondary schools. Their curriculum leaders may be of the “Print 
Dominance,” “Vulgar Media” or “Anti-literate” point of view described above, and 
provide little support or encouragement. School principals are under great pressure 
to attract or sustain students, and often focus on standardized test scores, which have 
already been identified as agents that discourage media education by privileging 
reading and writing skills.

These teachers need to broaden their definitions of what constitutes media works. If video produc-

tion facilities are unavailable, they need to inventory their technological environments and take 

advantage of whatever they can access. If nothing is available, they need to lobby for equipment, 

increased computer time and concentrate on the planning stages of production.
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Identity Crisis #7:  
Transcending Good & Bad Labels

Many teachers take a good media/bad media approach in their teaching. This 
approach might be attributed to their undergraduate education, where they were 
constantly reading literature that was considered the best, and found few courses that 
acknowledged popular fiction as anything but vulgar. In their teaching lives, they 
often work and socialize with teachers who are enthusiastic about good literature, the-
atre, film, etc. which might perpetuate this good/bad approach to culture. They often 
see good media as an extension of good literature, so that the best in film or TV are 
adaptations of good novels and plays or which mimic their qualities. This approach 
creates unfortunate traps. It often promotes a content-only examination, where the 
values of particular media works are judged according to how well they reproduce the 
styles of established literary works, promote a “healthy” lifestyle or provide the least 
challenges to the points of view promoted within the school environment.

These teachers need to consider the fact that openly exploring the notions of good and bad can 

provide their classrooms with opportunities to examine values, aesthetic and technical qualities 

within media works as well as cultural differences between audience groups. Dismissing particular 

works for subjective reasons might lose opportunities for discussion and deeper understanding 

between students and teachers. Asking students to defend the qualities of their preferred media 

works might help them to exercise their critical thinking skills and their abilities to support their 

opinions. The word “critical” includes the ability to recognize and appreciate the POSITIVE 

qualities of a media work.

Identity Crisis #8:  
Who’s the Teacher? Where’s the student?

Media education often alters the traditional student-teacher roles, making some 
teachers uncomfortable. Content-heavy courses such as science or geography, or less-
familiar literary topics such as Shakespeare (or even Hemingway) often define stu-
dent-teacher relationships so that the teacher is the expert. As they rarely study such 
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content independently, students defer to the teacher’s content authority, and in turn 
will often defer to the teacher’s behavioral authority. In media studies, teachers almost 
never have as broad or intimate content knowledge as their students, so the expertise 
ratio is significantly different. Some teachers are so discomforted by this disequilibrium 
that they avoid media studies not because they have anything against media works per 
se, but because they are unsure of how to share the power during the learning.

These teachers need to concede that they will likely never attain the content knowledge held by 

their students, but that this might be a strength. Just as they might consult with colleagues or 

a reference book for background before teaching a new play, they can now consult with their 

students. Honoring student knowledge and inviting students to become co-learners can be a very 

exciting aspect of media studies. While students may be the content experts, they are not often 

the process experts. They might know facts about TV, music, games, celebrities, etc., but not 

the mythic, historical or structural backgrounds or analytic methods that will help make sense 

of them. By combining students’ content knowledge with teachers’ processing knowledge, new 

student-teacher relationships are possible that will help both learn and become more effective 

information processors.

This co-learning environment is also an opportunity for students to be co-teachers, where they are 

more often at the front or center of the classroom, providing facts and supported opinions that 

support everyone’s education while they strengthen their communication skills and self-confidence. 

Identity Crisis #9:  
Dangerous Liaisons

Many teachers believe that associations of any kind between media corporations and 
media educators is a mistake – that liaising is tantamount to fraternizing. They 
believe such teachers have been co-opted into the promotion of the media works or 
corporations, or that they have voluntarily withdrawn their criticisms of the corpora-
tions. They believe that media education should be commercial-free, where no stu-
dents should be exposed to sales pressures, and they do not want to be seen as agents 
of media corporations.
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Teachers are right to be concerned, and should be vigilant and thoughtful when using commercial 

materials in their media teaching – many of them are exploitative. To alienate themselves from 

media organizations completely, however, might do students’ educations more harm than good. 

There are several models of successful partnerships between media corporations and educators 

which can be examined for those qualities that have made them succeed without exploitation. 

One size does not fit all, and considering the relative benefits and hazards on a case-by-case basis 

is a more realistic approach, and will allow teachers to select the best from the range of offerings.

Ultimately, teachers need access to quality media productions that interest their students. 

Attacking media producers or media corporations sends the message that educators are their 

enemy, and an us/them relationship is one that will neither encourage corporations to support 

media education nor advance students’ learning. These goals might be met if corporations and 

teachers work together to provide or improve learning opportunities. Such cooperation (which 

might allow educators to directly influence corporations) can only be achieved if the lines of com-

munication are open.

Identity Crisis #10:  
How do YOU Spell ‘activism?’

The increased concentration of ownership and aggressive marketing that has 
occurred as media organizations proliferate and expand into previously non-com-
mercial spaces have caused many educators to become alarmed. They feel a sense of 
attack, both personally and on behalf of their students, which they are compelled to 
call into question and advocate against. They recognize the political ramifications of 
concentrated ownership and want to work to preserve the freedom of expression that 
they see at risk.

Other teachers feel uncomfortable about suggesting that students become politically 
active, particularly if that places students at risk. They believe that such activities go 
beyond the mandate of education.

Teachers need to consider where they are comfortable on the spectrum of activism. There is a well-

established media education progression from awareness to reflection, then to action, but we need 
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to consider what we want ‘action’ to mean. On one end, it might mean personal change, where 

students’ values or consumption patterns are modified; on the other, it might mean participation 

in the political process to advocate for a change in legislation or policy; for some, it might mean 

civil disobedience, in the form of culture jamming or hacking. Teachers might also make a distinc-

tion between how they are personally active and how they might more safely channel their stu-

dents’ activism – journeying to a protest themselves, but not inviting their students to join them.

Identity Crisis #11:  
Value-Added Media Education

Some educators use media education strategies to promote specific social agendas. 
They might be health educators who are concerned with the rise in youth obesity or 
social workers concerned with the ravages that occur with family break ups. These 
people often find that there is a connection between children’s media experiences and 
their lifestyles or outlooks. They use an examination of the relationship between chil-
dren and media to analyze and promote healthier attitudes. By placing their social 
agendas ahead of media education, these educators create a distortion, a narrowing 
of the definition of media literacy, which might then be described as ‘civil defense 
against media fallout.’ This narrowing of the definition of media literacy provides a 
disservice to students, media education AND media educators because its discourse 
omits many of the complexities and benefits of media literacy while suggesting poten-
tially-confusing connections.

Educators need to disclose their true agendas. They need to explain that they are health educators 

or social workers who use media education strategies, but that media education is a larger, more 

complex and richer field of study. Just as advertisers might use entertainment to sell products first 

and entertain second, these people need to admit that they are interested in healthy children first, 

media literate children second, and that their workshops or publications utilize media education 

strategies, but do not address the full palette of media literacy.
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Conclusion

Some of these crises are newer than others, some do not apply in all cases, and some are more eas-

ily resolved. All of them, however, are resolvable, and their resolutions will define the evolution of 

media education in North America. Naming them may be a start to their resolution, with much 

dialogue and struggles, both personal and institutional, needed to advance the process. Whether 

their challenges are met will be a question of personal, governmental, commercial and collective 

wills. Why ten plus one? Because for each of us one is more imperative, troubling or larger than 

the others, but which one depends on the individual and/or the local context.

Media education is the most crucial education for students in the Information Age; media literacy 

the most crucial skill set. Students, parents, teachers and organizations need to examine their posi-

tions, pick their challenges, form whichever alliances are appropriate, then seek solutions. Ten plus 

one crises might be ten too many, so pick your one, then proceed. As the crises are resolved, one 

by one, our education and our collective health will improve.
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Huge and powerful industries — alcohol, tobacco, junk food, guns, 

diet — depend upon a media-illiterate population. Indeed they 

depend upon a population that is disempowered and addicted.  

These industries will and do fight our efforts with all their mighty 

resources. And we will fight back, using the tools of media educa-

tion which enable us to understand, analyze, interpret, to expose 

hidden agendas and manipulation, to bring about constructive 

change, and to further positive aspects of the media…

media analyst Jean Kilbourne in Telemedium

“Media Education and Public Health,” Telemedium, The Journal of Media Literacy,  
Volume 44, Number 2. pp 3-4)

The phrase “media illiterate population” is one that has stuck with me ever since I read this 

quote. How is it possible that so many people, including teens, are taken in by advertising’s per-

suasive and sometimes destructive messages? Are they really so “media illiterate?” At what stage in 

development can youth begin to be discriminating, questioning consumers of information?

Is There A Place For  
Media Literacy in  

Tobacco Prevention Efforts?

Frank Baker

FRANK BAKER is past president of the Alliance for a Media Literate America (AMLA). He conducts 
workshops, both in South Carolina and around the country, on integrating media literacy into K12 
instruction. He maintains the Media Literacy Clearinghouse, a website designed to assist educators. 
He is also the webmaster for the National Telemedia Council. Frank works for South Carolina ETV, 
the PBS network, in Columbia SC.
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As media educators, we must be concerned with not only how these messages are conveyed, but 

also how they are received. Central core principles of media literacy which educators will recognize 

here are:

•	 how media messages are constructed 

•	 how do messages convey meaning

•	 who profits from or benefits from the message

•	 what is left out of the message and why

Currently, this author is using these core media education principles in a series of workshops 

designed to increase student awareness of tobacco advertising and how media literacy can be 

an effective strategy for educating students about marketing and promotion practices. Because 

this issue is included in the majority of U.S. state teaching standards, educators welcome the 

opportunity to explore “media literacy” in their classrooms. Additionally, current textbooks don’t 

adequately provide the necessary media education background teachers are seeking. As well, cur-

rent professional teacher development in media literacy is almost non-existent. Presented here are 

some background issues which may be helpful to the reader: 

How Tobacco Companies Target  
and Read Their Audiences 

Currently, the most advertised brand of cigarettes is the best selling brand with young people 

(Marlboro). Studies continue to point to advertising as an important influencing factor in young 

people’s purchase decisions. Despite limitations on tobacco marketing imposed by the 1999 

federal tobacco settlement, magazines with high youth readership continue to advertise tobacco 

products. Leading women’s magazines, which accept tobacco advertising, rarely include lung can-

cer warnings in their articles about women’s health. Recent studies of popular movies show that 

the depiction of smoking by actors/actresses is higher than ever, despite a voluntary promise by 

the motion picture industry to cease such “product placement.” 
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The health and prevention communities have recognized the critical importance of using the 

media to communicate about healthy messages and media education. In the past 5 years, the 

following federal agencies have included “media literacy” in their recommended approaches to 

educators, trainers and parents:

•	 Centers for Disease Control; Prevention—Tobacco Control

•	 White House Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP)

•	 Department of Health; Human Services, Substance Abuse; Mental Health Services 

Administration (SAMHSA), Center for Substance Abuse Prevention (CSAP) 

A Brief History of Media Literacy/Tobacco 
Curriculum

In the past decade, a number of media education curricula have become available to health educa-

tors and others who want to address tobacco and media messages. In the 1990’s Weekly Reader, 

in collaboration with SAMHSA, published Media Literacy Skills as a Substance Abuse Prevention 

Strategy, which was distributed to thousands of schools. In 1991, the Center for Media and Values 

(CMV) marketed “Selling Addiction,” a curriculum kit about alcohol and tobacco advertising. 

In 1992, the Pack of Lies videotape was produced by the Media Education Foundation, featur-

ing Jean Kilbourne. In 1993, the Scott Newman Center (based near Los Angeles) produced 

Ad Smarts: Media, Alcohol and Tobacco Advertising, a curriculum of print and video. It was dis-

seminated by CMV (now called the Center for Media Literacy). In 1995, Dr. Victor Strasburger 

authored Media and Adolescents, the first of many such volumes for SAGE, which summarized 

known research. In the mid 1990s, a number of other curriculum kits were marketed: MediaSharp 

(CDC); Media Literacy for Health (New Mexico Media Literacy Project); Smoke and Mirrors 

(National Institute for Media and The Family); and SmokeScreeners (CDC).

In a study of state teaching standards in the U.S. (Kubey & Baker, 1999, 56), 75% of the states 

were found to include elements of media literacy. To read various states’ exact wording for media 

literacy-related health strands, go to http://www.med.sc.edu/medialit/statelit.htm. 

The majority of states have adopted teaching standards which follow National (U.S.) Health 

Education recommendations such as:
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STANDARD 2: Students will demonstrate the ability to access valid health information and 

health-promoting products and services. Performance indicators focus on identification of 

valid health information, products, and services including advertisements, health insurance 

and treatment options, and food labels.

STANDARD 4: Students will analyze the influence of culture, media, technology, and other 

factors on health. Performance indicators are related to describing and analyzing how one’s 

cultural background, messages from the media, technology, and one’s friends influence 

health.

Research about Counter Advertising

One promising approach, being used by advertising agencies and educators alike is counter-

advertising. Results from counter ad campaigns in Massachusetts, Florida and elsewhere have led 

researchers to recommend counter advertising as one of the integrated strategies designed to get 

youth to change their attitudes and behavior when it comes to smoking.

According to Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA, 1997), 

these counter advertising messages come in the form of:

•	 an integrated, multi-media approach (using billboards, radio, TV, posters, magazines)

•	 a mass media campaign linked to school based prevention intervention

•	 broadcast of anti-tobacco media campaigns on prime time television

 It should be noted, though, that the federal government has been criticized, after a study of its 

expensive anti-drug media campaign revealed an increase in drug use by teens who saw the ads. It 

was not immediately clear if other factors played a role in the increase. Despite this, in July 2002, 

the ad agency won a $152 million contract to run the ad program for at least another year

Media Literacy and Tobacco Advertising Activity

This author has initiated many tobacco/media literacy workshops in middle schools. These 

workshops take the form of teaching students how to recognize the pervasive nature of tobacco 
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advertising in their communities. Students survey their neighborhoods for placement of tobacco 

messages in convenience stores, gas stations, athletic stadiums, etc. In addition, popular teen 

magazines (in plentiful supply, thanks to the school library media specialist) are explored for 

placement of tobacco advertising. Students are taught how to read “sub-text” and how to identify 

specific “techniques of persuasion” used in tobacco advertising (such as rebellion, independence, 

etc). In groups, students analyze a print ad. They are encouraged to look at each ad as if it were 

a story. (For example, a man sitting on a deck looking out on a lake at sunset might be explained 

as: it is the end of the day, he’s tired and goes out on the desk to relax and so he lights up. Here, 

we learn that relaxation is one message the tobacco industry wants to convey to its target markets). 

I encourage students to read every word (even the smallest words) in their ads and to determine 

what is omitted. One student in each group explores the story in the ad, sharing it with the others 

in the class. 

Next, tobacco counter-advertising parody is introduced through video and print examples. The 

popular Canadian organization, AdBusters, is a good place for educators to start. Students enjoy 

seeing Joe Camel sitting in a hospital bed, hooked up to an IV. In another example, instead of 

KOOL, the smoker in another ad is a FOOL. By changing a letter, phrase, or the image itself, the 

original meaning has been altered, or “countered.”

Because media literacy also involves production, I involve students in hands-on activities. I dis-

tribute scissors, glue stick, crayons and markers and encourage them to work as a group to change 

the message in their original print ad. One enterprising student took a haystack in a cigarette 

ad and immediately changed it to look like a tombstone. Again, after some time of production 

work, students share their new counter ads with the class. (Educators who wish to download anti-

tobacco activities, with the accompanying handouts, are invited to log onto http://www.med.

sc.edu/medialit/smoking.htm).

I also use some video examples, courtesy of the California-based AnimAction organization. 

One tape features students’ own original hand-drawn animation for anti-tobacco public service 

announcements (PSAs). Students enjoy seeing other student-produced media and are surprised at 

the sophistication and quality of the animation. More than once, I’ve heard students say “we can 

do that,” and they are encouraged to do so. In addition, the national TRUTH campaign provides 

educators with videotapes of their nationally produced spots. Its web site also provides examples 

of the counter ads currently running in many youth oriented magazines. (www.thetruth.com). 
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Currently, almost every state in the U.S. has some kind of youth tobacco prevention initiative 

underway. The study of cigarette advertising in the community, as well as the integration of media 

literacy education in the classroom, should, in my opinion become strong components of these 

initiatives.
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Teachers of today just go on repeating things in a rigmarole  

fashion, annoy the students with questions, and say the same things 

over and over again. They do not try to find out what the  

students’ natural inclinations are, nor do they try to bring out the 

best in their talents. Only through education does one come to 

realize the uncomfortable inadequacy of his own knowledge…

Paraphrased text attributed to Confucius and written over 2400 years ago.

Media Education – An Agent  
of Change

Maureen Baron  a n d  Lee Rother
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Back to the Future

This paper is, in a broad sense, about change in the education system; and more specifically, about 

a vision regarding the role of Media Education in changing how we understand and practice the 

profession of educator. In one sense, this paper will include a brief critique of education, past and 

present. In another, this paper will suggest what many might consider as idealistic, and indeed, a 

romantic image of education, in which Media Education is an essential and key element. At the 

same time, this paper will also provide a practical, concrete rationale for Media Education, as a 

valid and crucial part of what and how we should be teaching today’s students so that they can be 

successful in tomorrow’s world.

In the 1950’s, and as a result of Sputnik, the West turned the focus of education to mathematics 

and science. In the 60’s, the social revolution brought in the era of affective and moral education. In 

the 70’s we saw walls broken down to create open area classrooms, as well as initiatives to integrate 

popular media into classrooms. In the 80’s schools raced to install computers, while in the 90’s 

schools were wired and connected to the Internet. In this decade, accountability and standardized 

testing are the key initiatives for many educational systems, both in Canada and the United States.

So real changes in education have taken place in the last fifty years, or have they? The quote that 

begins this article could be applied to education today. In fact, it could have been written by a 

number of high school students, and/or some of their teachers. Traditionally, and sadly, educa-

tion’s claim at adapting to the world has in fact resulted in disparate and ill-conceived changes in 

curriculum that play catch up rather than plan and prepare for the future. Fundamentally, there 

have been few real changes in day-to-day learning and teaching practices, especially in high school 

classrooms. In fact, the schedules, methods, approaches and physical classroom layouts are almost 

indistinguishable from a generation ago. Frankly, none of the changes in the last several decades 

seem to have changed high school education to any great extent, unless you consider larger class 

sizes, reduced support services, lack of books, decline in public support, salary cutbacks and lower 

teacher morale, as change.

In essence, changes in education are like a toy train set that is constantly going in circles with 

some spur lines, and in the long run, goes nowhere. The struggle to reform education is cycli-

cal, occurring with changes in governments, and/or education ministers, and/or educational 
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fads. Remember Cuisinaire Rods, the International Reading Alphabet, U.S.S.R. - not Russia but 

Uninterrupted Sustained Silent Reading, Logo.

But why is it that real reform in education is rare or sustainable? There are many reasons, and 

we offer but a very few here. Not too long ago a group of teachers were asked by a guest speaker 

whether they felt there was a need to change the way they were teaching. One teacher replied, “No 

it’s working fine for me”. Since when is teaching about the teacher?

While such teachers are the exception, too often they lead the way whenever someone mentions change.

Another reason may be misconceptions about education in the past, and/or what we believe were 

and are its goals. Many parents, politicians and educators complain that ‘schooling is failing our 

children and demand a return to ‘the good old days and a focus on the basics’, meaning such skills 

as reading, spelling, writing, and math. Phillip Schlechty, (1997), questions the idea of the good 

old days in schooling. He quotes Phelps, who, in 1870, wrote,

They (elementary schools) are mainly in the hands of ignorant unskilled teachers. The children 

are fed upon mere husks of knowledge. They leave the school for the broad theatre of life with-

out discipline; without mental power or moral stamina. Poor schools and poor teachers are a

majority throughout the country, (and might as well be closed).

As with most issues related to education, rationales for or against change in schooling are, in the 

final analysis, attributed to economics, politics, will and power.

Media Education and a Vision of Educational Change

Perhaps if real change in education is to be given a chance to happen and take hold, we need to 

forget the romantic notions of the good old days. Perhaps we need to stop trying to create an idea 

of schooling based on fitting young people into economic and political realities which they neither 

see as immediately relevant nor comprehensible. Rather - and keeping in mind that we are dealing 

with an idealistic view of education here - we begin to envision an education system that is designed 

to acknowledge and meet the needs of the world that children and young people live in today and, 

more importantly, will live in tomorrow. We need to build upon the foundations of the past while 
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keeping one eye facing forward. For example the notion that ‘basic skills’ need not be limited to 

reading and writing print, but rather the idea that print and non-print texts are complementary, 

rather than exclusive. We need to look at skills that reflect the twenty-first century realities and 

provide scalable competencies and skills for life long learning and the future life of today’s students.

And let us state that Media Education is but one part of a child’s basic education, which has the 

goal of providing each and every child with the abilities, competencies, knowledge and skills to 

successfully live, prosper, contribute and adapt to society in the 21st century. It is not our intent to 

suggest that Media Education is the central component to educational change, nor is it a panacea 

that will cure all that ails education. Rather, the addition of Media Education to the basic curricu-

lum is an important part of a vision of education which invites children of all abilities and levels 

to fully participate in the learning experience and which provides children with the competencies, 

skills, tools and processes to succeed in a world which will be very different from the one that is 

educating them. That is, Media Education as an approach which:

•	 acts as a leveler without dumbing down the classroom

•	 encourages expression through “reading & writing” all forms of discourse - oral, aural, 

print & visual

•	 motivates through issues immediately relevant to students

•	 encourages critical thinking

•	 promotes co-operative learning

•	 promotes academic risk- taking with peers and teachers

•	 builds self-esteem through empowerment and success.

We also believe that Media Education is an approach to learning in which the learning environ-

ment changes the learner and the learner changes the environment, and that learning which is 

constantly changing, is interactive, evolving and adapting. In addition, we believe that in doing 

Media Education, students and teachers learn from one another and thus each in turn is changed. 

Following from this, teaching and learning are interchangeable, and each is dependent on the other.

For over thirty years media educators, educators from various disciplines and educational theorists 

from Australia, Britain, Canada, and many other countries, have been arguing the case for ME in 

the curriculum. Many of the arguments for Media Education can be summarized under the head-
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ings: pedagogical, ideological, protectionist, and social. One argument group against the inclusion 

of Media education in the curriculum is political.

We briefly summarize some of these:

Pedagogical

•	 Students need to develop the ability to read - construct and deconstruct the media as a 

communication vehicle

•	 Students need to develop the ability to use media as a learning tool

Ideological

•	 Students need to understand the economics, values, ideologies and cultural contexts of the 

media

•	 Students need to recognize and understand the mediated content of the media

Social

•	 Students need to understand the place and role of media in their lives and in the society as 

a whole

•	 Students need skills and abilities to become informed and literate members of, and workers 

in, society.

Protectionist

In the past, popular mass media, such as comic books and films were brought into schools in order 

to inoculate, or protect, students against the evils of so-called low culture texts. Of course, authen-

tic Media Education in its earliest genesis rejected such an approach. Still, the current political, 

social and ideological climate in some countries has seen a return to such protectionist pedagogy. 

•	 Students need to be protected from the evil, amoral, immoral and inappropriate influences 

of the media,

•	 Students need to be inoculated against the artificially created consumer needs and wants of 

the profit-making media.



Political

•	 Education and curriculum policy makers have allocated the Educational funding to other 

subjects such as science or mathematics because of the pressure from the job market and 

economics

•	 In the search for educational accountability, policy makers have determined that Media 

Education cannot be tested with a standardized test and therefore does not warrant sus-

tainable funding, teacher training or curricular emphasis

A Brief Overview of Quebec’s Educational Program 
and Media Education

Quebec is currently reforming, or re-forming, its curriculum, and Media Education, or more 

exactly Media Literacy as it is referred to in much of North America, is included in what is called 

the Broad Areas of Learning. The new curriculum is divided into three sections:

•	 Cross curricular competencies that must be developed and utilized by the students in all 

other areas of the curriculum

•	 Subject areas of Languages, Mathematics, Science and Technology, Social Sciences, The 

Arts

•	 Broad Areas of Learning, which includes Media Literacy

For a full description of these areas please see:

http://www2.qesnrecit.qc.ca/reform/FMPro

An impetus for this latest reform was a political and sociological admission that Quebec had one 

of the highest high school dropout rates in Canada and an acknowledgement that the last reform 

of the curriculum had taken place before the arrival of computers into the classroom and in fact 

before the arrival of many modern day elements and items into the world and common linguistic 

use - VCR, Internet, AIDS, global warming, and video games, just to name a few.

96
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During the development phase of the curriculum reform components, the government sponsored 

Estates-Generals, conferences, think tanks and committees to gather information, review research, 

survey the stakeholders’ perceived needs, and develop programs. A key complaint / comment /cri-

tique that emerged from the students was that they saw no relevance and/or relationship between 

what they were taught in school and their life outside of school. The education system prepared 

them for their parents’ world, which would not be there when they graduated. As well, the system 

did not acknowledge or value what they already had learned outside of the classroom nor how 

they had learned it. Hence their disassociation from the system – they dropped out - legally, psy-

chologically, cognitively, and sociologically.

The result is a curriculum with a mission that will:

•	 provide instruction through the development of cognition and mastery of knowledge

•	 socialize students for life in a pluralistic and democratic society

•	 provide graduation qualifications through a variety of program options.

 

The reformed educational system will provide the instruction and tools for all students to experi-

ence success while acknowledging that success will be defined differently for different students. 

Upon closer examination, the Reform initiative advocates many of the practices that are associated 

with Media Education:

•	 cross-curricular approaches,

•	 learning that is active,

•	 a curriculum that is based on the development of competencies rather than on the regurgi-

tation of data,

•	 group collaboration,

•	 inclusiveness and a respect for diverse learners,

•	 inquiry and critical thinking,

•	 expanded notions of literacy that include reading/analyzing as well as writing/producing 

print and non-print texts,

•	 teacher as co-learner, and generally a focus on learning rather than teaching.
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Each year the number of speeches, workshops, books, symposiums, conventions, seminars, in-

service sessions, web sites and articles about the great things that Media Education has to offer stu-

dents and educators increases. As a result, Media Education has indeed made headway into many 

classrooms in various parts of the world. And yet in many major educational jurisdictions it is still 

struggling to be recognized as a valid part of an overall and basic education. In some countries it 

has been scaled back or eliminated from the curriculum all together. Even in those provinces in 

Canada where some form of Media Education has been mandated for years, the number of educa-

tors actually doing media education, versus education with media, is less than many would hope.

Many of us in education talk a good talk, but it seems we have difficulty walking at the same time 

as talking, as if both can not be done simultaneously. Some oppose change arguing that, “things 

look good in theory, but ...”. They forget that theory is an essential foundation for educational 

change, and that if we do not build upon it and integrate these principles and practices, then all 

that is left is a huge and expensive experiment. Ironically, many major educational jurisdictions 

lack a vision regarding the meaning and purpose of education for students who will live, work and 

age in the 21st century and beyond.

To Boldly Go...And About Time

Taxpayers and politicians are currently questioning an investment in an educational system that 

has been unable to stop a high rate of drop-outs, low literacy levels and young people ill-equipped 

for the work force and society. At the same time, they are demanding that the education system 

take on the role of reversing the increase in violent behaviour by young people, as well as negative 

attitudes and behaviours regarding race relations, gender, sex, and drugs. The education system 

has had to augment its academic mandate to include those areas once considered the responsibility 

of family and community, such as the development of pre-reading skills and vocabulary as well as 

the development of socially appropriate attitudes and behaviours such as respect, politeness and 

cooperation. That is, instilling positive attitudes and behaviours that characterize a positive and 

productive member of society.
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At the same time, the world is just beginning its bold journey into the twenty-first century. And, 

there is no question that we are experiencing an information explosion. Technology and the new 

media have transformed not only the way we communicate, the workplace and leisure activities, 

but also our images of ourselves, our roles, our relationships and responsibilities.

If the educational system is going to answer public and corporate criticism, and acknowledge the 

place and impact of electronic media and technology, it must provide a curriculum and a pedago-

gy that addresses the basic competencies, skills, attitudes, and behaviours needed for information 

processing and utilization, communication, employability, media utilization and leisure activities; 

in other words, the basic curriculum must include Media Education. Quebec has started this 

with the curriculum reform. But the next step is to train the teachers to teach Media Education 

as co-learners with the students. As the media is always evolving, no teacher can ever learn it all, 

but must instead be a life long co-learner with the students. The curriculum that includes Media 

Education must also create and sustain a learning environment that understands, responds, sup-

ports and validates the diverse needs of the diverse student body, as well as society as a whole.

Media Education offers a visionary, and some would argue idealistic, view of education. But to 

lose one’s sense of vision and idealism, and the willingness to act on these, amounts to the same 

thing as losing one’s hope that things can and will be better.
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Teachers experience an enormous range of unique challenges and enjoy particular kinds of satis-

factions when they bring popular music, TV commercials, a soap opera or a movie scene into the 

classroom. Several typical types of classroom activity are commonly used in media literacy educa-

tion: content analysis, textual analysis, case study, simulation, practical activities and production. 

Of course, just watching a film, reading a work of contemporary fiction or listening to popular 

music in school does not constitute media literacy. The critical dimension of media literacy 

depends on students’ ability to collectively reflect on their own interpretations and investigate 

how meanings have been constructed, with appreciation for the full range of social, cultural and 

political contexts in which such meanings circulate. 

The stories that teachers share about “what works” vary enormously from region to region, as 

Bazalgette, Bevort and Savino (1992) have described through an analysis of international case 

studies in media education. The social intimacy in schools, the ritualistic and cyclic quality of 

activities, the well-defined rules which all are expected to understand and obey all require the use 

of adaptive strategies on the part of both students and teachers (Jackson, 1990). The institutional 

limitations of schooling force teachers to discover the particular kinds of strategies that will be 
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effective in order to accomplish this work. As a result, how teachers use popular culture in the 

classroom will depend on their judgments about what is possible within the unique and complex 

institutional settings in which they work. 

A review of the case study literature reveals three themes that surface repeatedly in teachers’ reflec-

tions about their uses of media and popular culture in the classroom: 1) changes in the quality of 

student communication; 2) the increased need for collaboration with other adults (inside and out-

side the school); and 3) the sometimes subversive interface between teachers, their colleagues, and 

school leaders about issues concerning the appropriateness of the content of popular culture texts 

for use in school. These themes, which are not generally acknowledged by media education theo-

rists, provide some powerful insights on the real-world pleasures and tensions that teachers experi-

ence in the areas in which learning and teaching about media and popular culture must take place. 

Improving the Quality of Classroom Communication 

Because students spend nearly eight hours with mass media (viewing nearly three hours of televi-

sion per day), they are highly knowledgeable about the minutiae of popular culture. Many are 

familiar with the details of musicians’ new recordings, celebrity fashion trends, athletes’ legal 

troubles, the upcoming films of new directors, and even the box office grosses of new films or the 

ratings of popular television programming. Teachers who use popular culture to motivate students 

find that, as expected, students are indeed more talkative when video, film and popular music are 

connected to classroom lessons, as Stevens (2001, 550) writes:

…[T]his lesson benefited from the inclusion of popular culture clips. Students’ demeanors 

were visibly transformed as the movie clips were introduced, leading to a higher level of 

engagement that was maintained throughout the lesson. While the topic could have been 

explored without the inclusion of the clips, the lesson took on dynamic dimensions as stu-

dents engaged in discussions and writing responses.

As students activate prior knowledge, they take pleasure in learning. Since many have specific 

information, ideas, questions, and theories to share, teachers can more easily step into the role of 

facilitating inquiry. 



When I have observed teachers in the initial phases of using media texts in the classroom, it is clear 

that the high levels of student knowledge and interest can be unnerving to many teachers, their 

professional colleagues and their supervisors. Sometimes the classroom descends into a cacophony 

of excited comments, laughter, and side conversations as a teacher uses a video clip of professional 

wrestling to compare and contrast the role of entertainment warriors in contemporary society to that 

of ancient Rome. Students have a lot to say about professional wrestling and they want to say it. 

In some schools, classrooms that are too noisy may attract unwanted attention from colleagues and 

supervisors; in these settings, teachers must work especially hard when using popular culture texts 

to manage student discourse in an acceptably structured and orderly fashion. In other settings, 

there is a higher comfort level with the dynamism of student engagement.

Teachers report that student-to-student communication is also enhanced through the study of 

popular texts (Sommer, 2000). Students may be more likely to listen carefully to the contributions 

of others in the classroom, because in sharing interpretations, they actively discover the diversity of 

plausible alternative readings and recognize the “constructedness” of meaning-making. These par-

ticular concepts may be difficult to explore when reading works from the traditional literary canon, 

where students have considerably less prior knowledge or expertise. And Wei (2002) urges us not 

to neglect the importance of the powerful emotional context of film viewing, which can enhance 

meaningful learning, even while creating a certain amount of unpredictability in the classroom.

However, in classrooms where teachers are motivated primarily by an interest in exposing the oppres-

sive aspects of media culture by emphasizing its negative influence on cultural identity formation, 

patterns of student-teacher communication can become more problematic. In all educational settings, 

students quickly learn “what counts” as interesting and appropriate, what can be said and how to say it 

(Williamson, 1981). In literature, for example, students’ independent responses to texts quite quickly 

begin to conform to the critical perspectives in which their teachers have been trained (Applebee, 

1996). When media education is seen as a covert (or overt) means of political activism or a way for 

teachers to control children’s media use habits to mitigate potentially harmful effects, students can per-

ceive this as “an invasion of privacy and a manifestation of teachers’ prejudices” (Buckingham, 1992, 

106). Some students may even discover the pleasure of resisting the teacher’s interpretive stance about 

popular culture not because they disagree with the teacher’s political stance, but simply because they 

enjoy challenging the teacher’s power. This can be particularly frustrating for teachers.

102
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In an email, a high school teacher once shared her experiences teaching media literacy by describ-

ing how difficult it was to get students to talk about media – she explained that, in her class, most 

were sullen and silent and only two or three students spoke at all. Not knowing the teacher or 

the setting, I could only imagine the situation as students struggled to guess “what the teacher 

wanted.” The silences in the classroom suggested that students simply did not comprehend the 

discourse or had already discovered what kinds of comments were not acceptable. Perhaps these 

students had not yet learned to conform their perspectives about the media to those of the teacher; 

only those who could play the game using a particular discourse stance towards popular culture 

felt comfortable enough to participate. 

Increased Need for Adult Collaboration

As teachers explore the use of popular culture in the classroom, they frequently incorporate vari-

ous types of media production into course assignments, including the construction of dramatic 

scenes, documentaries, public service announcements, short newscasts, graphic arts projects, music 

videos, web sites and other types of media work. While there has been considerable debate in the 

United States about whether or not media production must be central to media literacy educa-

tion and whether educators should make use of the resources of professional media organizations 

(Hobbs, 1998a), scholars reviewing the first generation of media education internationally report 

that in many countries, new practices for using media and popular culture in the schools depend 

greatly upon outside support of one kind or another, either from independent agencies, govern-

ment, or media industries themselves. A UNESCO-sponsored colloquy drew up a list of many 

different types of collaboration between educators, government agencies, non-profit organizations 

and media organizations which could be valuable (Bazalgette, Bevort & Savino, 1992). While 

there are some media educators who scoff at enlisting media professionals in supporting (and pay-

ing for) this work, there are many examples of successful collaboration that results in measurable, 

direct benefits for students, teachers, parents and communities. 

In local practice, teachers often discover that student media productions, especially when designed 

to be integrated into one of the core subject areas such as language arts or social studies, are more 

manageably accomplished through a collaborative effort involving other educators inside the 

building, media professionals in the community, or parents and community volunteers (Hobbs, 

1998b). Feree (2001, 19) describes how teachers working together as a team inspired a sense of 
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shared ownership that students appreciated:

The two teachers worked enthusiastically with these young adolescents, sharing their plea-

sure and sense of accomplishment without controlling the proceedings. They encouraged, 

monitored, and provided guidance as needed. This wasn’t student-centered practice as 

much as learning-centered practice. Student-teacher conversations took place daily as par-

ticipants reviewed progress to date and worked through the steps of the unit. 

Such practices depend on excellent management skills on the part of the teacher, as well as high levels 

of support from school leaders. For example, Feree goes on to describe how students needed to prac-

tice their scenes by rehearsing in any space that they could find available – indeed, casts often asked to 

“borrow” the teachers’ lounge to rehearse. Zill (2002) describes an increasingly common approach to 

media production in K-12 classrooms, one that relies on the enthusiastic support of media profession-

als in the local community to support, organize and provide resources to enhance both the quality of 

the learning experience and the quality of the student-generated media productions.

Flying Below the Radar Screen—or Not

Educators have long recognized that teaching with and about media and popular culture is both 

subversive and conservative (Postman, 1969). But teachers can and do use film, television, and 

music in the classroom in sometimes inappropriate ways, including to substitute for poor prepara-

tion, to reward students for good behavior, or to prop up students who lack print literacy skills 

(Hobbs, 1993). School districts have adopted materials-use policies to minimize the possibility 

of parental disapproval and to encourage teachers to reflect carefully on their specific educational 

goals when using contemporary media forms in the classroom (Zirkel, 1999). Across the nation, 

school districts have instituted policies that place substantial limits on teachers’ use of popular films, 

television programs and music. Some districts have a “controversial learning resources” policy that 

defined such materials as those “not included in the approved learning resources of the district and 

which are subject to disagreement as to appropriateness because they relate to controversial issues or 

present material in a manner or context which is itself controversial” (Zirkel,1999, 70).

To my knowledge, research has not yet examined or evaluated the range of district-level policies 

(and actual implementation of these policies) which now define the appropriate uses of film, 
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video, or popular media in the classroom. Some school districts have highly restrictive policies, as 

in the example described by Stevens (2001), who reports that to use a clip from a PG-rated film 

with middle-school students, district policy required permission slips from all students’ parents for 

the viewing of the clips. In other districts, teachers report that requirements may include: submit-

ting video clips for principal’s approval twenty days before screening or providing copies of videos 

to be used to a district-level administrator for approval at the beginning of each semester. In my 

own work with teachers, they have reported that in some schools, principals communicate their 

disapproval of district-level policies and do not require teachers to adhere to materials-use poli-

cies; in other communities, principals establish and enforce even more stringent informal policies 

(including prohibiting the use of videotape or popular music) than district-level policies proscribe.

Veteran teachers are aware that the (perceived) misuse of film, video or popular media can have pro-

found and often unimagined career consequences. In one recent case, a high school history teacher 

used films to help stimulate discussion about his selected themes of fascism, socialism, feudalism, 

democracy, and individual freedom. Although he had sent home permission slips at the beginning 

of the year for his students to watch R-rated movies, he cautioned them about the graphic realism 

of a particular film and asked students after the opening 15 to 20-minute segment whether they 

wanted to continue viewing the video. He also told students who felt uncomfortable or embarrassed 

that they could put their heads down or be excused to do an alternate assignment in the library. 

Although the school district’s policy about controversial materials had been published and placed 

in each school’s library, the school principal had not included it in the school’s teacher handbook, 

nor had it been mentioned at faculty meetings or in memoranda to staff members. But when the 

parent of one of the students in the class complained about the video, the principal discussed the 

matter with the history teacher, viewed portions of the video with both assistant principals, and 

concluded with them that administrative approval should have been obtained. The district sub-

sequently provided the teacher with the notice and hearing required under state law for teacher 

termination, charging him with “neglect of duty, insubordination, and/or other ... just cause.” 

The Colorado Supreme Court upheld the district’s decision to terminate the teacher in a 1998 

ruling (Zirkel, 1999, 73).

Younger teachers often discover from their teaching colleagues the opprobrium that may result 

in some schools when controversial but popular media materials are used in the classroom. For 
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example, when one young urban teacher asked students to bring in multiple copies of popular 

song lyrics for a classroom activity, he was stunned when another teacher discovered an extra copy 

of a students’ selected song lyric in the nearby Xerox machine. His colleague vented her disgust at 

the idea of the use of such a song lyric in the classroom. The printed lyric, full of negative refer-

ences to women and descriptions of painful sexual practices, was offensive to both of them, but as 

a novice teacher, he hadn’t imagined that his students would challenge his authority by selecting 

such material for the class assignment. He writes: “I never imagined that anyone would be so bold 

or sneaky or just plain comatose to bring in something this overtly foul. …I had to go back and 

change my libertarian tune: You know what, guys? As it turns out, any song is not okay”(Michie, 

1999, 100). Not surprisingly, this teacher felt stung as much by the colleague’s negative reaction 

to the printed lyric as by his student’s selection of it. 

Teachers who are determined to use popular culture in the classroom may develop elaborate strate-

gies to “fly below the radar screen,” finding creative ways to use media and popular culture texts in 

the classroom without attracting the attention from colleagues or supervisors that could call these 

materials into question. For example, Callahan (2001) reports on a teacher who developed a high 

school elective course entitled “Media and Culture” who ordered copies of his book selection for 

students (We the Media by Hazen & Winokur, 1997) as a workbook instead of as a textbook to 

avoid having to get the book approved through the district’s curriculum materials committee. 

Feree (2001, 23) describes how cultural factors may influence perceptions of whether or not 

contemporary media and controversial social issues are appropriate in particular classrooms. In 

describing a British teacher who involved her students in scripting and producing soap operas with 

12-year olds, she writes: “Their soap operas contained provocative topics, not only of unemploy-

ment, racism, and theft, but also of teen relations, pregnancy, and abortion…I was surprised that 

[the teacher] censured nothing and wondered if teachers in the United States would be comfort-

able allowing students to dramatize teen pregnancy and drugs.” Scholars who champion the use 

of popular culture rarely (if ever) refer to the genuine risks that some teachers take when their 

curriculum choices do not reflect the normative values of the communities in which they work.

Reconciling the Multiple Realities  
of Media Education



There is no shortage of theories about the promise of media and popular culture in education, but 

as Bazalgette, Bevort and Savino (1992, 3) point out, “the realities of teaching and learning are 

harder to define and share.” In reviewing accounts of practice of media education in more than 

a dozen countries, they emphasize that what is institutionally appropriate in one setting may not 

be so in another. It has been argued that such enormous diversity of philosophies and approaches 

towards classroom implementation of media literacy, like Solomon’s beard, is a prime source of 

strength for the future of the field (Hobbs, 1998a). However, those who include popular cul-

ture into the classroom must be responsive to what Masterman (1985, 24) has identified as the 

central objective: to “develop in pupils enough self-confidence and critical maturity to be able to 

apply critical judgments to media texts which they will encounter in the future” (italics in original). 

Teachers must design learning experiences that help students, as quickly as possible, to stand on 

their own two feet.   

Media literacy privileges students’ ability to collectively reflect on their own interpretations and 

investigate how meanings are constructed through both analysis and practical production work. But 

the institutional nature of schooling proscribes a relationship between teacher and student that may 

encourage students to “play the game” and offer only those contributions deemed acceptable to the 

teacher’s world view and expectations. The institutional nature of schooling may demand that teach-

ers adapt and modify this work to fit with the normative values of school culture and community 

values. As a result, teachers may encounter situations and experiences in using popular culture in the 

classroom that are not described in the scholarly academic literature, whose voices “demand that the 

repertoire of acceptable cultural objects be expanded” (Giroux & Aronowitz, 1991, 182).

The use of media and popular culture in the real-world arenas of classrooms is not for the faint of 

heart. Such work vitally depends on the courage and perseverance of the individual teachers who 

care about this work and recognize its value for students. While being inspired and motivated by 

a wide range of different understandings about the role of the mass media and popular culture in 

society, it is these dedicated professionals who, collectively, have the imagination and creativity to 

translate the possibilities of media education into meaningful educational realities for the students 

in their classrooms.
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Media literacy is at a critical point in its history, a time when research into our practice and the 

efficacy of media education is more important than ever. This is particularly true in the United 

States, where increasing numbers of citizens have at least now heard the term media literacy. 

In 1999, Frank Baker and I were able to demonstrate that nearly all of the United States now have 

some media literacy elements in their Core Curricular Content Standards (Kubey & Baker, 1999). 

In other words, nearly all states now call on students to be able to analyze media messages, and 

not only in print, as was long the case.

As a result of these and many other developments in the U.S., the field is increasingly at the point 

where media education leaders are being asked by state educational leaders and legislators to dem-
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onstrate to the state’s Department of Education or to testify to legislators in committee hearings 

about the efficacy and value of media literacy. In political and policy venues of this type, advocates 

for media education are expected to know what research evidence exists. My experience in the policy 

area has shown that although evidence exists, we must be able to confidently present data that sup-

ports our own well-established confidence that media literacy education is a boon to students. 

A review of the research literature on the efficacy of media education has demonstrated to me that 

media educators have not done an adequate job in two critical areas. First, to my knowledge, we 

are not routinely collecting, updating, and sharing what research evidence does exist on the efficacy 

of media education. Indeed, I believe that this is a weakness in the field internationally as well, 

but nowhere is it more of an impediment than in the United States. If a good and comprehensive 

compilation of research evidence on the value and impact of media education has been collected, 

I am unaware of it.

Second, and closely related to the first point, is that I believe we need to be doing much more 

research on the effectiveness of media education than we are at present. As I proceed, I will sug-

gest some of the topics that we might research. They aren’t just about direct outcomes in the 

classroom. They also relate to what students, parents, and teachers think and feel about media 

education, and what their experiences have been. 

Our field is still young and so some of these limitations are understandable. Fortunately, we are 

becoming increasingly successful in bringing media education to our schools. But as media education 

becomes better integrated into the curriculum, we will increasingly need to move to a more mature 

stage that draws on an established and evolving research base to guide programs and practices.

I will grant that educational practice, in general, often changes in the United States without an 

adequate basis in research. Whole language is only one of many examples that could be cited. It 

is not that whole language is either a good or not good way to teach reading and writing. The 

point is that many school districts adopted whole language approaches even though the data on its 

efficacy were scant at the time. Subsequently, many schools abandoned whole language, perhaps 

as hastily as they adopted it, again with limited research evidence.
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But I believe that the nature of educational practice in the United States, and the many forms of 

resistance to media education, means that we have a special situation in the United States (Kubey, 

1998), one that I believe demands even more research evidence than has been the experience in 

other English-speaking countries where media education has developed more successfully. Many 

of the same avenues and strategies that were successfully employed, particularly in Australia and 

Canada, can be successfully replicated in the United States. However, in my assessment of the 

U.S. situation, I have long believed that outcome research can play a particularly significant role 

in how well, how broadly, and how quickly media education diffuses here.

The Need for More and Better Evidence of Success

The forms and nature of resistance to media education in the United States are greater than they 

are in many, or most, other countries. As Len Masterman has said, “In America, TV is seen to 

be a sort of infection, something that isn’t part of serious discourse. It would be more difficult to 

convince parents in the U.S.A. of the need and value of media literacy than in any other country. 

. . In American culture, I would find myself blocked off at every turn” (L. Masterman, personal 

communication, May 1992).

In my view, parents are more receptive now than they were 11 years ago when Masterman first 

shared his view with me. But the conditions remain different in the United States, and while a great 

deal of what has worked in developing media education in other countries ought to be tried here, I 

believe the U.S. education culture will be particularly persuaded by clear and compelling outcome 

data. Thus, we need more people working toward generating and disseminating such data.

We have more of an uphill battle here in the U.S. than elsewhere, and one of the critical moves 

we need to make is to strengthen our commitment to rigorous media education research, and to 

become more mature and strategic in how we present, disseminate and share our research findings.

Toward these ends, I believe a critical step that the National Telemedia Council might soon 

take—and this also can be an important task for the Alliance for a Media Literate America and 

other organizations—is to compile and publish a list of media literacy outcome studies on our 
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organizations’ websites. This simple step would ensure that evidence of successful media educa-

tion outcomes would be “at the ready” for our friends and colleagues, as well as for the various 

constituencies that we need to work with.

I assembled the beginnings of such materials four years ago as a bill was beginning to make its way 

through the Assembly and Senate here in New Jersey. The legislation calls (it’s technically still 

alive) for media literacy teacher training in the state and once passed would fund the Center for 

Media Studies at Rutgers University to engage in that teacher training.

We produced “Media Literacy Fact Sheets” that we shared with legislators and our partners in 

supporting the bill. These fact sheets included citations to research articles. But in all honesty, it 

was not as comprehensively done as it would have been had there been more supportive evidence 

available. Some of what I compiled was distilled for more general consumption and can be seen 

at the “Youth, Media Education and Health” link on Center for Media Studies’ website www.

mediastudies.rutgers.edu and has also been included in our fliers for the New Jersey Media 

Literacy Project.

The legislation passed by unanimous vote through both the Education and Budget and 

Appropriations Committees of the New Jersey State Senate. I testified before both groups and 

filed the fact sheets with committee staff and referred to them in my testimony. But just as the 

bill came out of committee in early 2000, the country’s economy began to falter. As happened 

elsewhere, a huge budget surplus in the state quickly became a multi-billion dollar deficit. 

 

Timing is key to legislative success. As our bill worked its way through the legislature, the state 

capitol was also in turmoil because of personal financial allegations against the then acting-Gov-

ernor. The scent of scandal led him to drop his bid for his party’s nomination, something that he 

had a lock on only weeks before. During this time of financial and political turmoil, a great deal 

of legislation involving funding was held from the floor of the state Assembly and Senate. A bill 

advocating media literacy teacher training did pass the Assembly by a unanimous vote—but for 

one or two abstentions. However, appropriation of funding for the bill was stalled. 

On a more positive note, the words “media literacy” have been added to the word “viewing” as 

the fifth area in our state’s Language Arts Literacy Core Curricular Standards that call for students 
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to receive education and demonstrate proficiency (in “Viewing and Media Literacy”). The Center 

for Media Studies, in consultation with the state Department of Education, helped write the 

cumulative process indicators.

Today, many states are experiencing similar budget situations. Some states have the worst budget-

ary outlook they’ve had in 40 years; some, since the end of the Great Depression and the begin-

ning of World War II. In this climate, it behooves those of us promoting educational reform and 

innovations in teaching to get our houses in even greater order than would have been the case just 

a few years back when the economic picture was more rosy, and “exuberant.”

What We Need to Know

A number of critical questions suggest hypotheses and guide inquiry into the nature and efficacy 

of media education. Does media literacy work? What proof is there that students are helped by it 

and learn from the instruction they receive, that they can do the many things that media literacy 

advocates promise it can accomplish?

Then there is the question of “curriculum displacement.” To convince parents, educators, legisla-

tors, and others that children need to learn how to analyze and criticize popular culture material 

from television, radio, film, newspapers, advertising and the Internet, is not always so simple. 

What will be left out of the curriculum they ask, what will media literacy replace? Many of us 

explain that nothing will be left out. Media literacy will be integrated with the existing curricula. 

But some skeptical folks will raise an eyebrow. 

We must begin to address their legitimate concerns, ideally with data, when they ask, “Will media 

education undermine the traditional curriculum, with students analyzing advertising or moments 

from television shows in their English or Social Studies classes?” Media educators know from 

experience that media literacy instruction doesn’t pose such a threat. To the contrary, we know 

that media literacy education enhances teaching efforts in other areas, that it can be inspiring, life 

changing, and a general boon to education in myriad ways. But we need to more frequently ask 

ourselves how we know these things, and then find effective ways to communicate to others that 

what we know is verifiable and demonstrable via research.
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So far the evidence is largely anecdotal. If media literacy education is going to move further ahead 

in the United States, and build on the successes we have already made, we must have a more 

comprehensive array of confirmatory research studies and lessons learned in the field that organize 

and compile what too often remain now as isolated, personal anecdotes. When called upon by 

a principal, a school superintendent, or a state educational policymaker, what will we deliver as 

proof beyond our passion and personal experience? We need to use research to document, across 

greater numbers of us (across greater numbers of cases), these sorts of experiences so that these 

experiences become compelling to those outside the field.

As the field of media education matures, we must also be increasingly prepared to share and pub-

lish findings that show the occasional holes in our armor. In other words, we must begin to test 

and share with greater frequency what hasn’t worked. If we don’t do this, we won’t move ahead. 

We must become more public with our outcome research and what it tells us about the efficacy 

of our practice.

Admittedly, one of the biggest stumbling blocks is the lack of research funding for such studies. 

But we have to do what we can within our limited budgets, and find ways to pool resources, share 

data, and move ahead.

Overcoming Barriers to Measuring Outcomes

I know that well-meaning, dedicated media literacy educators have more than once called in an 

outside evaluator who brought in his or her own agenda of what should be learned, knowing pre-

cious little about the true goals of media education, and a less than positive report resulted than 

might have otherwise been the case.

It is completely understandable that if one has worked for months, and certainly for a number of 

years, on developing and refining a media literacy course or curriculum, that one will be reluc-

tant to have an outside educational evaluation researcher come in, and potentially ask the wrong 

questions, evaluate the wrong processes, and come up with a conclusion that our media literacy 

curriculum did not work. 
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This needn’t happen. There are an increasing number of researchers in the field who have dem-

onstrated the knowledge base necessary to do a proper, authentic, assessment of media education 

practice. But the field needs many more individuals like this. There is a corresponding need for 

our professional organizations to commit themselves to helping interested practitioners find inde-

pendent evaluators who know the ropes in media education. This, in my view, is another possible 

role for NTC and AMLA and other professional organizations to play. And there is also the role 

for those of us in college and university settings to train more masters and doctoral students com-

ing out of education, media, and communication programs to know how to conduct authentic 

and meaningful outcome research in our field.

Professional researchers can provide the facts and figures we need as we move forward. Many 

people in the United States, both within and outside of education circles, are particularly keen on 

seeing evidence of results. This is not always a good thing, as we all know, particularly when educa-

tion focuses around teaching-to-the-test instead of teaching with and for what students need and 

want to know. But measurement— including the measures used for standards-based education—

isn’t all bad. I realized this with regard to media literacy when I first visited a number of media 

literacy sites in England in 1993. I remember the late Andrew Hart explaining the positive impact 

he believed testing had had on media studies in Britain. In essence, Andrew reported—and I later 

corroborated this with other British media literacy advocates—that having testable standards had 

helped validate media studies and contributed to the legitimacy of media literacy work in the U.K.

Measuring Media Literacy Skills and Knowledge

I know first hand that media education phenomena are hard to measure, but it can be done. 

Consider what some people outside of media education circles think if they hear, as they might, 

that the outcomes that we seek to obtain with media education can’t be measured? It makes what 

we do sound softer than it in fact is, and as a result, in some instances, we will not receive the sup-

port and funding that we are asking for. Mainstays of media studies such as critical thinking and 

questioning, student-centered production, and articulation of cultural theories involve complex 

skills and concepts, but are measurable nonetheless.

What are some of the testable phenomena that would tell us more about our own success rate and 
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practice? What study, or studies, would you cite to demonstrate the following:

•	 Do students understand more about media phenomena after they’ve received media educa-

tion than before? 

•	 Are students more able to critically analyze the media after receiving instruction?

 

And, perhaps most importantly for some constituencies—and this could be a gold mine in media 

education—does critical thinking around media phenomena transfer to critical thinking around non-

media phenomena? It has long been my sense that if we can show that media literacy advances stu-

dents’ general ability to think critically we would be able to persuade others with much greater ease.

Certainly, since media literacy enhances critical thinking about the media and since most kids 

are spending upward of 5-6 hours a day in contact with television, film, radio, and the Internet, 

if they are thinking more critically during at least some, or a good deal, of that time then we are 

vastly increasing their practice at critical thinking in general.

The Need for Qualitative and Quantitative Evidence

Dr. Renee Hobbs of the Media Literacy Project at Babson College (MA) and I launched a media 

education research book series with Lawrence Erlbaum Associates some years ago. To date we 

have published books (by Maire Messenger Davies, Andrew Hart, Kathleen Tyner, and by Sonia 

Livingstone and Moira Bovill) and we have a couple more books in the pipeline. But good as these 

books are, as much as they present serious, in-depth and very useful research in media education, I 

am disappointed that the field has not produced more articles in refereed media studies and educa-

tion journals by this date, research based in empirical—and dare I say it—positivist methods that 

document the efficacy of media literacy practices. In short, if we are certain that media education 

works so well, we ought to have better data than we have with which to argue our point.

For years, I have heard from media literacy colleagues throughout the world that media literacy 

classes, especially ones that involve collaborative production work, are a transformative experience 

for many students, especially some of those who are close to dropping out of school around the 

ages of 13-15 or so. I hear, over and over again, and I believe it is true, that sometimes a student 

who has an unusual ability to analyze and/or produce media texts—whether they be television ads, 
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music lyrics, or movie images—suddenly has an opportunity to demonstrate his or her ability at 

age 15 perhaps, and for the first time receives accolades from her teacher and classmates for her 

intelligence and talent. This praise and recognition can be nearly life-saving to the student—that 

the student finally feels appreciated for an intellectual skill and ability when perhaps for the previ-

ous 10 years of schooling she has felt like a failure. 

Some of this is documented in qualitative reports, but we don’t have nearly enough of it. And we 

don’t know how often it happens. And we could know much more about this both qualitatively 

and quantitatively. (Additional researchable areas assembled in 2000 by a group of media edu-

cation and health education researchers and practitioners from a number of different countries 

and within the realm of media literacy and health education, are catalogued in a report entitled 

“Setting Research Directions for Media Literacy and Health Education” <http://www.mediastud-

ies.rutgers.edu/mh_conference/index.html >.)

Here’s another researchable question. What percentage of teachers, after delivering a media edu-

cation class or course, report that their students responded positively, or that they observed that 

their students took a greater interest in other subjects as well, or that their attitude toward learn-

ing improved? These are all things that I’ve heard media literacy teachers from around the world 

remark upon. But how often or how broadly does this happen? 

Nor do we know how often a language arts, health, or social studies teacher has a transforma-

tive experience as they engage in media education. I’ve certainly heard moving stories of how a 

teacher has become reinvigorated in his or her teaching upon infusing just one class with media 

literacy ideas and approaches. We need to document more of these stories, and learn how often 

they happen. And as importantly, even if they are not “transformed” (however we would want to 

document or measure that), what proportion of teachers would simply report that they have had 

very positive and rewarding experiences teaching media literacy?

It would be a powerful fact to have available, that across, say, five studies, with over 400 teachers, 

on average, 68% of new media literacy teachers reported having had good or very good experi-

ences, or that 65% believed that their students had learned important lessons. And that this 

finding was supplemented with data that showed, say, that 70% of the students in these classes 

reported on anonymous surveys that they had had positive experiences or 72% believed that the 
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had learned valuable things. Better still would be data that documented actual improvement on 

a set of measures that showed that they indeed knew more about media production, media texts, 

and media audiences than they did, say, six months earlier.

In the evaluation that Gina Marcello Serafin and I did of the Assignment: Media Literacy cur-

riculum that Renee Hobbs developed for The Discovery Channel, we found that 77% of the 

Maryland middle schoolers we studied agreed that they thought more critically about the media 

than they did at the beginning of the year (32.6% strongly agreed). Ability to give one or more 

correct answers assessing the target audience for a specific ad increased from 31% in fall to 60% 

in the spring (Kubey & Serafin, 2001).

All but one of 41 teachers surveyed, in an anonymous mailback survey, reported that they believed 

their students had become better critical thinkers. Eighty-five percent of teachers reported that 

they believed their students had become more enthusiastic about learning as a result of the intro-

duction of media literacy. But, of course, this is only one study, with a particular group of teach-

ers with a particular curriculum. We will want to increasingly show in detail that these changes 

indeed occur.

We certainly could quantitatively document much more than we do. How often, for example, do 

students believe that their media education activities in school have affected their thinking years 

later? We’ve all had the experience of a student telling us at the end of class, or a few months or 

years later, that they don’t watch television, or movies, or ads, the same way after taking our course.

But with what percentage of students does this occur, and to what degree? I don’t know, and I 

haven’t seen attempts to document this. It deserves documentation.

We could also quantitatively document, much more than we do, how often parents report that 

their child is critiquing what he or she sees on television, that he or she tells them about camera 

angles, fades, dissolves, segues, teases, two-shots, slant and bias, stereotyping, foreshadowing, 

symbolism, target audience, market share, and so on. We need to more frequently and precisely 

document the very good results of our practice and use, in appropriate instances, standard social 

science techniques to do so.

Let me be clear. Qualitative methods are important, and incredibly useful and often the better way 



to understand educational processes. Most of my media studies doctoral students at Rutgers use 

qualitative methods and not quantitative methods. And I believe in the spirit behind and the goals 

of authentic assessment, but I wish to debunk the notion held by some that qualitative research 

and authentic assessment can’t also involve quantitative techniques or measurement. 

When I was a graduate student in the social sciences at the University of Chicago back in the 

1970s, we never made what I believe is largely a false distinction between qualitative and quantita-

tive methods. We were taught to know how to use and apply a wide variety of methods, whatever 

methods helped us understand, examine, analyze, and explore the phenomenon under study. We 

all knew that so called qualitative phenomena could also be studied quantitatively, and vice versa. 

There’s nothing inherently wrong about using numbers, percentages, and statistics in trying to 

understand or describe something. The resistance to employing numbers in research is nearly 

tantamount to saying that one ought not to use particular letters or punctuation in writing up a 

research report. Numbers are merely symbols. Yes, they can be powerful symbols and yes, they 

can be misused, but so can language.

There’s nothing inherently wrong with counting things, or looking for percentages. What percent-

age of students, after taking a media literacy course, say, at age 8 or 16, can answer a particular set 

of questions correctly after the course vs. how many could answer that same set of questions at the 

beginning? Yes, one can get into all manner of arguments about how we’re going to operational-

ize what is a correct answer, and yes, it’s a mistake to assume that there are always, or even very 

often, specific correct answers in the work we do in media literacy education. But to extend that 

to believing that there is absolutely nothing that could ever be counted or measured, or tested as 

to being correct or not correct, flies in the face of logic and reality. 

Numbers and percentages, in the right hands—and, yes, in the wrong hands also—are powerful 

things. When data is only couched in case study, qualitative terms, policymakers in particular, 

legislators, and school administrators, at least in my experience in the U.S. context, will sometimes 

dismiss the study as not being more generalizable or true beyond the particular case. Case studies 

have their place and are critical, don’t get me wrong. Both Piaget and Freud based virtually all 

their research in qualitative observation and not much at all in quantitative measurement, but that 

doesn’t mean that there is never an appropriate time or place for quantitative methods that can 

supplement qualitative work.

For example, many of us are teaching students to recognize stereotypes or foreshadow-
119



ing or to think about target audience. Can’t we assess whether the class understood these concepts 

after being taught about them? Would it be in-authentic to learn that none of the students or all of 

the students grasped the concept of foreshadowing or representation? Australian media educators 

Robyn Quin and Barrie McMahon have designed research methods for collecting and measuring 

such phenomena. U.S. researchers can as well. 

We can measure what percentage of students could correctly identify one media production or 

media analysis technique in September when school began, then could do so in December or 

later, in June, as school is letting out. We can measure whether students can accurately identify 

target audience, techniques of persuasion, or the economic motivation lying behind particular 

approaches and techniques. We can measure whether our students can identify genre, slant, bias, 

or how one television or newspaper news story frames a story one way vs. another.

It’s not as if no methods exist to clarify whether our students are truly learning certain concepts 

or that they are able to apply them. To claim to policymakers and funders that media literacy 

education cannot be assessed is inaccurate in my view and weakens our position, especially in the 

context of U.S. education practice.

I’ve spoken with legislators, to legislative and executive office staff, to foundation folks, and others 

and many of them want to see facts and figures and I try to give them to them, but I could do a 

better job at this, and so could others, I believe, if a handful of us in the field put our minds toward 

assembling, compiling, and reviewing research on a regular basis.

We have not begun to demonstrate the rich evidence of successful media education practice. 

There is a need to train graduate students in media studies and in education to do research and 

for practitioners in the field to collect and share facts and figures with greater frequency. The 

development of our field also critically needs greater acceptance and understanding within educa-

tion schools, many of which are still only dimly aware of media literacy practice in this country 

or beyond. Once again, among the things that will help move education deans and faculty to take 

us more seriously is impressive outcome research that shows that media literacy works, is effective 

both in pure media education terms, but also in terms of stimulating interest in other subjects or 

improving students’ abilities and skills to analyze non-media phenomena.

I’ll be the first to admit that it is not easy to measure the efficacy of media education. And often, 
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in media literacy there is no right answer. Media education is often not about finding the right 

answer. But sometimes there is a right answer and we ought not to hesitate to evaluate and mea-

sure whether or not our students, after receiving instruction, can do what we say they can do. 

We can begin by simply demonstrating that students are energized by media education and that 

classrooms become more exciting places and teaching becomes more relevant and fulfilling when 

media literacy work is being done. And that the students themselves and parents both notice 

positive changes as a result of media education practice. It is past time to more frequently collect 

these data and sing our own praises with the kind of evidence that will win us new allies, support, 

and acceptance in education circles and the broader society we wish to serve through our efforts 

in media education.
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“I love a sunburned country,

A land of sweeping plains,

Of rugged mountain ranges,

Of droughts and flooding rains.

I love her far horizons,

I love her jewelled sea,

Her beauty and her terror

The wide brown land for me.”

(From My Country, a poem by Dorothea McKellar)

These words are recited in kindergartens and primary schools all over Australia. They are chant-

ed by children who have never seen “the wide brown land” of the outback that is so central to the 

construction of the Australian identity. Poets, songwriters, novelists, artists, teachers, families, the 
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clergy, journalists are all influential in constructing our sense of who we are, our sense of identity. 

However, it is the media which is the most active and arguably the most influential in forming, 

or attempting to form cultural identities. 

Questions of identity and difference have become more and more prevalent in debates about the 

media and culture. This is because identity is problematic. The once secure concept of individual 

identity is, as a result of social, political and philosophical upheavals, under threat. Identity whether 

at the individual or national level, has become much more fragile now than in previous generations. 

One thinks of identity whenever one is not sure of where one belongs; that is, one is not so sure 

how to place oneself among the evident variety of behavioural lifestyles and patterns, and how to 

make sure that people around you would accept this placement as right and proper, so that both 

sides would know how to go on in each other’s presence. “Identity” is a name given to the escape 

sought from that uncertainty. (1. Bauman, 1996. p. 19)

What is identity?

It is possible to think of the issue of identity in three phases.

In traditional, premodern societies, the identity of a person was fixed, solid and stable. Identity 

in such societies was a product of predefined social roles and a traditional system of myths which 

provided orientation and sanctions to define one’s place in the world, while at the same time rig-

orously circumscribing thought and behaviour. In such societies identity was unproblematic and 

not subject to reflection or discussion. You knew your identity and it was unchanging. Moreover 

your identity was strongly linked to the group – the tribe, the clan, the family.

In modernity, identity becomes more mobile, multiple, personal, self-reflexive and subject to 

change and innovation. Modernity is an epoch of rapid change, innovation, negation of the old 

and creation of the new. It is a process bound up with industrial capitalism, the democratic revolu-

tions, urbanisation, and social and cultural differentiation. The forms of identity in modernity are 

still relatively substantial and fixed. Identity comes from a circumscribed set of roles and norms 

–father, son, professional, Australian, atheist, heterosexual and combinations of these. 

Although the boundaries are continually expanding and there exists the possibility of creating new 
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identities they are still relatively fixed and limited. Nevertheless one can choose or remake identity 

in response to changes in life possibilities. The modern self is aware of the constructed nature of 

identity and that one can change or modify one’s identity at will. Anxiety about identity therefore 

is a constituent of identity within modernity. How do you know you have chosen the right iden-

tity for yourself? Do others recognise and validate your identity? An identity crisis is only possible 

if you can conceive of alternative identities. Furthermore your identity in modernity is strongly 

linked to individuality – your own look, style, image. 

In postmodernity identity becomes more and more unstable, more and more fragile. The dis-

courses of postmodernity problematise the very notion of identity, claiming that it is a myth, an 

illusion. Postmodern theorists like Baudrillard argue that the autonomous, self constituting sub-

ject is fragmenting and disappearing in the face of a rationalised, bureaucratised and consumerised 

mass society and media culture. 

Integral to questions of identity are issues of power. The ways in which relations of power and 

subordination are signified with media representations of sexuality, gender, race, and disability 

need to be set alongside questions of individual and cultural identity. Power is implicated too in 

questions about who or what groups have the power to define specific issues of identity whether 

this be the power of the news editor to include or exclude a story or the power of the film director 

to selectively represent heroes as white males. 

Questions of power, identity and the media’s role in the construction of identity have never been 

as critical as they are today. At the time of writing the preoccupation of Australians, as indeed 

most of the world, is terror. On 12 October, 2002, terror changed from being something that hap-

pened in other parts of the world, to something that happened in our own children’s playground. 

Bombs tore through clubs in Kuta, Bali, the Mecca of young Australians who undertake an annual 

migration for end of season football trips, initiations into adulthood or simply to enjoy a place of 

cheap food, beer and funny mushrooms. About two hundred people died, including eighty eight 

Australians. The exact number of deaths will never be known. Like the attacks a year earlier in 

America, the terrorists had selected a target that had high symbolic significance for Australians 

and being a country with a small population, everyone (particularly in Western Australia) knew 

someone who was in Bali at that time. 
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If body counts are an indication of the size of a tragedy then Bali did not top the list in 2002. 

Earlier in the year a boat full of refugees on their way to Australia from the countries torn apart 

by terror, was sabotaged and sank drowning over 350 people. The extent to which Australian 

government agencies were involved in the sabotage is still unresolved. That story sank from the 

media as quickly as the children on the boat. 

But Bali has meant more than the death of eighty eight individuals. It has produced insecurity, 

anxiety and prejudice in the populace. Many of the phrases that one heard immediately after 

the blast must have been similar to those that were heard by Americans immediately after 11 

September:

“The world (or Australia) will never be the same again.”

“Howard (the Prime Minister) is to blame for putting us in jeopardy through his toadying 

relationship with America.”

“What are the next targets here at home?”

“Where is it safe to go for a holiday?”

“They (the terrorists) just need to take a good hard look at themselves.”

“Muslims just can’t be trusted.”

Bali is a cipher for fear, affront and outrage, grief and the premise for re-affirming our national 

identity. The poem about the sunburned country was read at memorial services by Bryan Brown, 

an Australian actor whose image captures the stereotype of the Aussie bloke – tall lean, flat accent 

and spare with his words. When he read My Country, there was no top or tail. The poem spoke 

for itself representing the identity we shared. The affirmation of the traditional and mythical 

Australian identity seemed to offer some comfort to those grieving the loss of the youthful victims.

Media Reactions

There was of course, media saturation of the event. Like the terrorists who masterminded the 

attacks on the World Trade Centre, the Bali bombers had done their ideological homework. They 

attacked symbols of western decadence in the Sari nightclub and symbols of Western hope – its 
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youth. The newspapers had eight to ten page wrap-arounds for all of the first week after the blast 

and the television news bulletins carried few other stories. Even now, three months later, the 

Bali bombings and their aftermath, dominate the front pages. Our experience of Bali, just as our 

experiences of September 11, indeed our understanding of the world, is ‘mediated’. Just as the 

Australian media coverage of September 11 focussed on victims’ shock, fatherless children and 

bereaved widows, the coverage of Bali has been largely restricted to the victims and the search for 

the arsonists. Just as the media seemed to have decided that critical analysis of the events leading 

to and from 9-11 was not only un-American, but potentially anti-American they have decided 

that critical analysis of Bali is un-Australian. This behaviour is neither new nor limited to the 

Australian media. Michael Galvin commenting on the Gulf War said:

Given the sophisticated military and mass communications technology made startlingly 

apparent during the Gulf War … it is disturbing that some of the most important 

issues and events in that war went virtually unnoticed and that media distortions of 

historical reality occurred which would normally have been considered blatant propa-

ganda ... One would have looked in vain in most of the Western media during the cri-

sis to have found any sense that the conflict was any more complicated than a straight-

forward case of a belligerent bully picking on a defenceless and innocent neighbour, 

and thereby deserving to be thrown out violently regardless of how many lives might 

be lost in the process (Galvin, 1994, p. 184—5).

Despite these prior warnings that distorted news reporting is common in times of tension, how-

ever, there was little critical comment or self-reflection from the press and broadcasters about their 

coverage. As media educators we have to point out yet again that the media has constructed an 

enemy we can all attack in uncomplicated terms, the demon Osama Bin Laden and Al Quaeda. 

But something else is going on in the Australian media wherein we have two enemies, two groups 

which generate fear and insecurity, Al Quaeda and Afghan refugees, those same people we were 

meant to be rescuing from terror. 

Mainstream media coverage of Afghan refugees seeking asylum in Australia is a demonstration 

that if truth is the first casualty of war, dissent is the first casualty of terrorism (Green, 2002, p. 

2). Dissent exists but it is stifled and the voices of those who support the Afghan refugees are not 

heard within the media. Far from being in a changed world as a result of firstly September 11 and 

later Bali, Australia appears to be rediscovering a very old version of its 1950s White Australia 
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Policy. The newspapers depict ASIO (our equivalent of the CIA) raids on local Muslim house-

holds, with guns held to the heads of young children. In the streets people are polarised by the 

tensions between human rights and national security. The role of the media in feeding and nego-

tiating this tension is central. It is the forum that connects our agendas with those of others, that 

gives a loud voice to those with power and space to their views on what it is like to be Australian 

(and scant attention to other perspectives). Those with influence are the politicians, media stars, 

occasionally church leaders and the business tycoons. 

The recent events have made the notion of what Australia is, what it stands for, what it will be, 

more pertinent now than perhaps ever before. The interaction between the people’s historical 

perception of what it means to be Australian, their own experiences, their own historical cultural 

roots and the media representation of the events will result in a changed understanding of what it 

means to be an Australian. That instant reaction of people, that the country will never be the same 

again, is true in every sense, politically and culturally as well as in terms of security. 

Our future, perhaps our survival, depends on how we respond to the challenge that is before us; 

to construct our identity in the post September 11, post Bali world. What sort of relationship do 

we want with America? With Indonesia? With religions, particularly Islam? Do we want an ethos 

of acceptance or will we settle for tolerance or regress into bigotry and hostility? Can we question 

our relationship with the United States without being accused of being Un-Australian? 

In this context a priority for media education is to equip students with the appropriate tools to 

enter into the debate about the Australian identity. Some possible approaches to the issue of media 

education are discussed in the next section.

An Instructional Model

An Outcomes Approach

The need is to develop an instructional model that will equip the student to make sense of her 

or his society and to be able to take an active part in that sense making process. At this point in 

our history we can focus this further by giving priority to the question of our identity – who we 

are, what we stand for and what we do to realise what we want to be.
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This does not mean that our classroom lessons are forms of direct instruction on nationhood, 

citizenship, identity or catastrophic events. The transformation that is needed does not rest in 

the lesson content so much as with the concept development that lies behind the tasks. 

Assessment Driven Instruction

The proposed instructional model is outcomes based and this means it is important to prioritise stu-

dent assessment. If one is striving for explicit educational outcomes it is necessary to be able to iden-

tify the intended result and recognise its attainment. The assessment needs to be rigorous and true 

to the concepts that are inherent in the outcomes rather than focussed on the specific lesson content. 

Assessment models that emphasise content above conceptual outcomes and are content dependent 

run the risk of taking students on tangents that may or may not achieve the required outcomes.

The second important reason for ensuring that the outcomes approach is underpinned by quality 

assessment is to provide some assurance that the outcomes that are attained in a given classroom task 

give the student the types of transferable skills the student will need if there is to be an engagement 

in the types of debate that have been described. It is one thing to engage in the politics of a school 

media production, another to transfer the understandings gained into debate about one’s own society.

Current Models

The media study activities that we currently undertake may well be the appropriate topics or con-

tent, but not all of the approaches that we debate in forums such as this, will help to address the 

issue that is currently paramount. It is worth encapsulating which approaches we currently use in 

media literacy, then considering which may be more appropriate if we are to equip young people 

with the wherewithal to engage in the debate about our culture and our society. 

Media education developments, both across the world and within countries, have various aims and 

approaches. The various emphases include:

•	 an effects approach which assumes the media have a direct and observable effect upon con-

sumers. Such an approach tends to focus on issues of media violence.
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•	 a values based approach which assumes the media to be an agent antithetical to the develop-

ment of moral values. 

•	 A representational approach which assumes the media to communicate through complex 

symbolic systems.

Each of the approaches employs to various extents textual analysis, content analysis and media 

production though for different purposes. A methodology that will lead us to the sort of media 

criticism needed to assist in the formulation this new definition of the national self cannot 

embrace all of the approaches described above. It is proposed to use an approach that foregrounds 

critical skill development rather than one which prioritises a values or effects approach. Central to 

the approach is the question: How does the reader (viewer) make meaning? As it applies to media 

education this means a focus on:

•	 the media text, 

•	 the context in which it occurs (including political, economic and policy contexts) and 

•	 the positions that the reader brings to the text. 

Text

Much of the application of textual analysis assumes that there are inscribed meanings in media 

texts and these are constructed according to given codes and conventions. Work in the classroom 

typically identifies and analyses the codes and conventions employed in new media.

A limitation of textual analysis is that the approach implies meaning resides within the text and 

only needs to be deciphered. The task for the student then is to follow the path created by the 

teacher in order to arrive at a predetermined meaning. The case for textual analysis gains strength 

in the study of advertisements. There is obviously an intention and the purpose is to lead the 

viewer to a predetermined end. However, even when there are such overt intentions, to ignore 

the positions that the viewer brings to the text denies the obvious – that the reader’s attitudes to 

the advertised product, for example to a whisky commercial, will affect the meaning that is made.
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Context

Study of the context will provide an added dimension to analysis. Though it is true that the text 

offers some preferred meanings, the context will affect the way in which the reader makes sense 

of the text. Contextual studies include the examination of the contexts of both time and space 

of production and consumption, including the historical, political, economic, social and cultural 

dimensions. 

The historical takes into account the time, place and people associated with the text and what the 

reader knows about these. This will influence the meaning the reader makes of the text. The social 

includes the cultural references, justifications, and mythologies surrounding the text thus affecting 

the meaning the reader makes. By political we mean the extent to which the student connects with 

implied ideologies generated through the point of view, suggestions of competing ideologies, the 

value systems associated with portrayals of hero figures, stars and villains affects the meanings in 

media texts. The economic context includes student perception of the economic processes behind 

both the medium and text and the broader processes, such as globalisation, in which they occur.

Reader

The reader is also part of the sense making process. If one assumed it to be all there was to the 

process, that the reader can make any sense she wishes, there could be no effective communica-

tion, nor indeed media education. Texts are constructed to give preferred meanings. They occur 

in a given place at a given time but then it is the reader who negotiates the eventual meanings 

to her or him. Ethnographic analysis involves studies of the reader and his or her life and history 

necessary to understand the role of the reader in the construction of meaning.

The reader’s cultural experiences will bear upon the meaning that is made. These will include 

outcomes associated with cultural mediation. They draw student attention to the range of cultural 

experiences, those deeply ingrained, which they draw from when they make meaning from media 

texts. The cultural experiences are likely to be most visible during contact with different groups such 

as play or sporting groups, family groupings, pastimes that are common, other media experiences.

The reading situation affects meaning. The student’s own context at the time of reading the text 
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affects the meaning. For example, meaning may vary for the same text if it is read as part of a 

disciplinary school task than if it is read as part of Saturday morning viewing on television.

What the reader intends doing with the text, whether this is known or not, may affect the 

meaning that is made of the text. For example the meaning made by a student who finds some 

information on the web for a school assignment may vary if the same information was found on 

a random search of the web.

Negotiated Meaning

The concept of negotiated meaning is critical for the task that we have set which is to develop 

an approach to media education that engages in debates about our identity at a time when this is 

sorely needed. The fundamental purpose given the debate that we have prioritised is to develop 

in students this understanding of negotiated meaning so that they in turn are better able to take 

part in the process of negotiation about their own society. It is a sophisticated concept but if the 

pedagogy is appropriate can assist younger as well as senior school students. 

A student who is able to use this approach will have an understanding of the process of sense 

making and the capacity to use this understanding in everyday engagement with the media. It is 

believed that there is sufficient flexibility in the proposed approach to accommodate many but not 

all of the approaches that exist to some extent in schools across the world.

The negotiated approach that is proposed, therefore, embraces textual analysis, contextual analysis 

and ethnographic analysis. Given the emphasis that has been placed on textual analysis over many 

years, it is not proposed here to elaborate on the classroom approaches that are used so effectively. 

Instead, we will elaborate on the other aspects of negotiated meaning, the context and reader. 

When the student has an understanding of the processes that occur in the negotiation of meaning 

and can apply these processes in daily life there will be a greater capacity to constructively engage 

in the debate about our identity. This does not mean that every classroom activity in every day 

will be about cultural identity. The commonplace activities of media literacy programs will do the 

job. It is the methodology that sometimes will need to change, not necessarily the lesson content. 

The issue in using the established approaches to address the new imperatives will be that of 
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concept transferability. Will the understanding that emerges from an analysis of a film, a media 

production activity, a visit to a newspaper, a journey through websites or exercises in audience 

analysis lead to some transferable skills that students can apply as they negotiate meanings and 

contribute as active citizens in the negotiations about the meaning of their own society? Providing 

the approach is consistent with the concept of negotiated meaning. 

Application of the Approach

If concept transferability is the issue then we need a clear picture of the end point so that we know 

how to get there. An outcomes based approach, now generally accepted around the world as a 

pedagogical step forward will help. This approach still leaves a lot to chance. In our country, the 

constant plea of teachers, irrespective of their discipline, is for more help about getting to this end 

point, “How do I know it when I see it?”.

We therefore propose to go a step further. We will identify the outcomes that we are seeking then 

some indicators towards the achievement of those outcomes and provide examples of some assess-

ment tools on specific activities for students that will illustrate some student progress towards the 

achievement of the outcomes.

There is a broad educational purpose and a specific media education reason for the additional 

focus on assessment instruments. In general terms we feel that assessment is the sometimes ignored 

dimension of the teaching, learning, monitoring and feedback cycle. In our experience, so often 

have we rushed to “get through the course”, that the reflective elements have been ignored. 

Assessment as we envisage it, has all of the dimensions, formative, summative, teacher, self and 

peer assessment. If the tools are well designed, then they will be understandable to all and can be 

used for all of these purposes.

The specific reason for focussing on assessment as part of media education takes us back to the differ-

ent approaches that were referred to earlier. The richness of media study opens up the possibility of 

many tangents, some exciting, most worthwhile and all part of the learning process. Both during and 

after the learning journey, we need check points, some indicators of what our focus is and how we 

are progressing. Good assessment instruments, known by all in advance, will provide that direction.

A small international group has been working to develop a Media Literacy Learning Continuum 
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that in the first instance is for use by teachers, but then its content can be broken down into assess-

ment instruments for classroom use. The approach identifies the broad educational outcomes 

then describes some indicators that can be used to gauge the achievement of the outcomes. The 

following is an overview of the Media Literacy Learning Continuum:

The Text Outcomes

ORGANISERS

NARRATIVE

DISCOURSE

POINT-OF-VIEW 

MEDIUM

IDENTIFICATION	

The student:

Identifies the narrative 
elements such as char-
acter, plot, setting

Identifies codes and 
conventions used in 
media narratives

Identifies from whose 
point of view the con-
struction is occurring

Identifies key charac-
teristics of a medium, 
such as television’s 
potential for immedia-
cy, computers potential 
for interactivity

INTERPRETATION

The student:

Demonstrates the vari-
ations in narrative pat-
terns in different media

Demonstrates how 
codes and conventions 
shape the narrative

Shows how point of 
view is constructed and 
recognises changes to 
point of view

Provides examples of 
how different media 
emphasise different 
narrative elements and 
use different codes and 
conventions 

TRANSPOSITION	

The student:

Connects narrative and 
cultural practice

Uses codes and con-
ventions to construct 
or deconstruct media 
texts

Connects the point- 
of–view and the 
preferred position it 
implies to own position 
on the subject matter
	
Takes into account a 
medium’s characteris-
tics in constructing or 
deconstructing	
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The Context

HISTORICAL

SOCIAL

POLITICAL

ECONOMIC

IDENTIFICATION	

Is able to source texts 
and connect to related 
events	

Makes the connection 
between the construc-
tion of texts, their con-
texts and the societies 
in which they are pro-
duced and consumed

Recognises that media 
texts comment on and 
are part of our political 
processes

Knows what type of 
organisation produced 
the text and for what 
purpose

INTERPRETATION

Connects history and 
text, to both content 
and medium

Demonstrates an 
understanding of the 
complex and overlap-
ping social or cultural 
groupings which affect 
the generation of texts 
and the ways in which 
they are read	

Explains one’s own 
political position and 
the contextual influ-
ences on that position
	
Demonstrates an 
understanding of the 
ways in which media 
interconnect nationally 
and globally	

TRANSPOSITION 
AND REFLECTION

Uses historical under-
standings in under-
standing the process of 
making meaning	

Draws from knowledge 
of social and cultural 
groupings and one’s 
own complex social 
situation in analysing 
the meaning that s/he 
constructs	

Uses a political analysis 
as part of the sense 
making process

Uses knowledge of 
local and global poli-
tics and economics to 
understand the process 
of making mean-
ing	
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The Reader

The three phases that are used in the Media Literacy Learning Continuum of identification, inter-

pretation and transformation and reflection are considered to be the stepping stones that students 

will use through their various educational journeys. This world map of the journey is then broken 

down into the regional maps, the indicators. There are three levels of indicators each identifica-

tion, interpretation and transformation. The assessment model that follows provides examples of 

these indicators.

Assessing a Media Task

No matter how sound a conceptual model may be, unless it can be built into everyday classroom use, 

it will be of no value to media education. The following provides an example of the above model that 

is being used in one Western Australian classroom. It is intended for use by the year 11 class (16 year 

olds) at North Lake Senior Campus, Western Australia (see endnote). The students’ achievement 

contributes towards their State accredited Senior School Certificate. The example has been chosen 

because it is an exercise that would be common in many classrooms in many countries. 

CULTURAL  
EXPERIENCES

THE READING 
SITUATION

INTENDED USE

IDENTIFICATION	

Identifies some experi-
ences that are brought 
to the text	
	

Describes different 
reading situations and 
hypothesises how these 
may affect the reading 
of a text

Identifies how the text 
will be used	

INTERPRETATION

Explains how own 
cultural experiences 
have affected the con-
struction of meaning 
in given

Provides examples of 
ways in which different 
reading situations have 
affected their meanings

Provides examples of 
how different uses will 
affect the meaning

TRANSPOSITION 
AND REFLECTION

Uses knowledge of 
the interplay of own 
cultural experiences 
as reader and the text 
when making sense

Takes into account the 
reading situation when 
making sense of texts

Takes into account the 
intended use of a text 
when making meaning
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The Production Task

Students will work in small groups to plan, script and produce a short video documentary. The 

focus is on an issue that is topical and suited to a school audience. The task will address the 

outcomes in the new Course of Study known as Media Production and Analysis. This Course of 

Study specifies that the work must address the following outcomes:

•	 Students use critical awareness and cultural understanding to generate media that com-

municate ideas, meet human needs and realise opportunities.

•	 Students use the skills, techniques, processes, conventions and technologies to create 

media works appropriate to audience, purpose and context.

•	 Students use their critical, social, cultural and aesthetic understandings to respond to, 

reflect on, evaluate and develop their media works.

•	 Students understand the role of media in society when generating and responding to 

media.

These Course of Study outcomes are a synthesis of the outcomes outlined in the Instructional 

Model described in this paper. The Course of Study outcomes connect in at the higher levels to 

the mandatory Curriculum Framework for the State of Western Australia.

The key knowledge to be developed in this student exercise covers form, narrative, codes and 

conventions, point of view, representation and values, reader’s cultural experiences, cultural 

context, institutions and constraints. Drawing from the Media Literacy Learning Continuum 

in the instructional model described, indicators at the top end of the Media Literacy Learning 

Continuum scale, levels 4 to 8, were described. As a test of their classroom applicability, these were 

framed as “I can…” statements; statements that could be understood and used by students for 

their self assessment, peer assessment or for assessment by the teacher. The intention is that these 

are part of the students’ portfolios so that they can be used as a monitoring tool by the students 

as they progress on the task. For the sake of brevity, only levels 4 and 8 are shown in this paper, 

to illustrate the range in sophistication expected across the levels 4 to 8.
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Indicators for Text

Narrative, Discourse and Point of View

Level 4:
I can edit a sequence involving images, sound and text

Level 8:
I can manipulate images and sound to suit my purpose, to persuade the audience to accept 
my point of view

Medium and Narrative

Level 4:
I can use established documentary techniques

Level 8:
I can recognise various styles of documentary and choose and adapt what is best for my pur-
pose

Medium and Narrative

Level 4:
I can plan a documentary for a particular target audience and choose techniques that will cre-
ate meaning

Level 8:
I know how to attract particular audiences and am sensitive to how the audiences’ cultural 
experiences shape their response

Indicators for Context

Historical

Level 4
	 I can connect historical events to the time and place a text was produced
Level 8
	 I can use my knowledge of social and cultural history to make personal sense of a text
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Socio-Cultural

Level 4
I can explain some of the social and cultural influences that help me make meaning of a 
given text

Level 8
	 I can identify socio-cultural contexts that add to the complexity of the meanings I construct

Political/Economic

Level 4
	 I can explain the functions, purposes and costs of organisations
Level 8

I can recognise the political and economic constraints on a media production and use my 
knowledge of power relationships to enhance my own influence 

Indicators for The Reader

Cultural Experiences

Level 4
I can identify how my own cultural experiences help me to make sense of a text and recog-
nise that other people’s meanings may be different

Level 8
I can recognise factors that influence how other people make meaning and can draw from my 
own cultural experiences to generate my preferred meaning

Reading Situation and Intended Use

Level 4
I can identify the purpose of a text and how meaning is shaped by where it is experienced

Level 5
I can demonstrate how I can change meaning by changing the purpose of a text

Level 8
I can illustrate how my knowledge of texts and their purposes can be connected to make my 
own meaning and their influence of production 
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Conclusions

The real test of media education program is whether the theory behind the course design can 

be translated into recognisable student understandings. The understandings that students gain 

need to be transferable from the immediate task before them to other tasks and situations. The 

immediate task may be quite local, perhaps inconsequential in a world view but what the student 

gains from the task needs to be usable by the student as she or he engages with the bigger issues 

in society, for example the cultural fallout from a trauma such as Bali. 

It would be inappropriate in most classroom situations to launch immediately into a media analy-

sis of a tragedy such as Bali, the conflation of this with other significant events such as Australia’s 

treatment of refugees then to connect this to the struggle about our identify. Our children are still 

mourning the losses as most would know someone who was killed or injured there or the teachers 

who were killed and there were also many students in Bali at the time. Without some analytical 

skills such as those that have been described, the lessons would degenerate into some of the worst 

forms of textual analysis in which the task is to recognise the teacher’s perspective on Australia’s 

identity.

These analytical skills can be developed by adjusting the commonplace media activities which 

already have relevance so that they become rigorous in the outcomes they pursue and the assess-

ment that provides evidence of those outcomes. If this is to occur, we must be clear about the 

intended outcomes and be clear and precise about our assessment and monitoring processes. The 

expected end result is a student who is an active participant in the dialogue with the media and 

who is able to see what is at stake in that dialogue. The model proposed addresses the types of 

skills that will be needed at stages of development from identification, interpretation towards 

transformation. The question of the effectiveness of these transferable skills when they are applied 

to matters of great national moment, has not been addressed and it is felt that this is a worthy 

topic for further investigation.
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PART FOUR
Media Education Around the World
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In 2002 the citizens of New Zealand (3.9 million of them) basked in the glow of unprecedented 

international attention. In the past, the gaze of the world has occasionally been drawn the way 

of this isolated, Pacific Island nation. Usually it has been in the result of sporting successes, but 

unfortunately the pride of the nation can no longer always rely on our rugby heroes, the All Blacks. 

They have lost too many international matches recently—worse still, most of them to our closest 

neighbour, Australia.

This time, it has been a consequence of the remarkable global success of a trilogy of films shot 

in New Zealand. The three films of The Lord of the Rings (The Fellowship of the Ring, released 

in November 2001; The Two Towers, released in November 2002; The Return of the King, to be 

released in November 2003) are now returning a box office in excess of $US one billion made 

in a country whose annual GDP is around $NZ 75 billion (or around $US40 billion, in January 

2003). The LOTR trilogy, directed by New Zealand film-maker Peter Jackson and shot exclusively 

against New Zealand backdrops (or computer-manipulated versions of landscapes created by 

Jackson’s Weta Productions) now occupy a central place in the New Zealand consciousness. The 

global success of the films is a matter of great national pride. 

From the Margins  
Come Great Things: 

Media Teaching in New Zealand

Geoff Lealand

GEOFF LEALAND teaches in Screen & Media Studies at the University of Waikato, in the North 
Island of New Zealand. His research interests include children and media, television studies, 
media education, the local and global. His most recent book (with Helen Martin) is It’s All 
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143

It seems almost irrelevant that in respect of the conventions of national cinema (narratives of 

national identity, local accents, familiar local faces), the LOTR films are not New Zealand films. 

They are financed by New Line Cinema, the lead roles are taken by British, American and 

Australian actors, and the food-chain ends at the doorstep of the media giant AOL Time Warner, 

the parent company of New Line. Nevertheless, Jackson is ensured of a good cut of the profits and 

is using some of these to build a large film studio in his home city, Wellington. New Zealanders 

are now looking to others to repeat the success of LOTR, but these are likely to be few and 

less momentous (for example, the New Zealand film Whale Rider winning the People’s Choice 

Award at the 2002 Toronto Film Festival). More and more ‘runaway’ productions are using New 

Zealand as backdrops; Tom Cruise’s new film The Last Samurai began shooting in Taranaki, on 

the west coast of the North Island, in January 2003. 

For all this international success, making New Zealand films (modest efforts, not funded off-

shore) remains a very risky business, as they capture only a sliver of the New Zealand b.o. and 

some fail completely. At the same time, state-owned Television New Zealand is being instructed 

to reconsider the commercial imperatives which have prevailed for the past fifteen years (maximis-

ing audiences and financial dividends) to return to clearer ‘public service’ objectives to television. 

But what ‘public service’ television means these days is poorly articulated and significant change 

is still to be realised.

This state of flux and change allows media teaching in New Zealand to thrive. The media envi-

ronment in New Zealand is all about balancing one demand against another: the global against 

the local; social objectives against commercial pressures; the new against the old; observing the 

partnership between Pakeha and Maori (and an emerging mulitculturalism); and finding a space 

for media teaching amid other curriculum demands. In recent years, teachers of media in New 

Zealand have been greatly advantaged through well-planned, official policy developments. There 

are the well-established Visual Language strand of the National English Curriculum, Media 

Studies as Unit Standards on the New Zealand Qualifications Framework, and the new National 

Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA). In addition to these formal structures, there 

are support systems for teachers (professional development workshops, for example), evidence of 

political support (the current Minister of Broadcasting is a former Media Studies lecturer), and 

more locally-developed resources.
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Media teaching in New Zealand is in a period of vigorous growth, across all sectors of the edu-

cation system, and may well be unique in the world in providing national guidelines for media 

teaching in secondary schools. With some legitimacy, New Zealand can claim leadership in 

equipping students for the new millennium, helping them find their place as both members of 

global culture networks and citizens of a particular place in the world. There are still significant 

problems, such as the neglect of media teaching training in schools of education, extra work for 

over-stretched teachers, and the absence of a national media education curriculum. But the latter 

does not deter teachers from developing their own teaching programmes and sharing experiences. 

In many ways too, the national assessment frameworks (Unit Standards and NCEA) provide a 

‘virtual’ national curriculum. 

Those New Zealand teachers who have developed Media Studies programmes most often model their 

programmes on the British Film Institute key concepts, or variations of these—as in the MIGRAIN 

mnemonic provided in the UK English and Media Centre Media Magazine December 2002: 

	 Media Language

	 Institution

	 Genre

	 Representation

	 Audience

	 Ideology

	 Narrative

Examples of teaching are also drawn from Australia and Canada, and leading media texts from 

these countries are widely used, but media education developments in the United States offer very 

little for New Zealand teachers. Teaching programmes there are too scattered or under-developed, 

with little sign of a common purpose in the ideological warfare which rages amongst the various 

factions. Since September 11, the United States also seems to have become more insular and less 

willing to take guidance from abroad; it continues to export the stuff (films, TV programmes, 

computer games, popular music, magazines and books) which provide the material for media 

analysis, but very little advice on how to teach about it. 
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In addition to developments in New Zealand secondary schooling, there has been considerable 

growth in media-related courses and qualifications in the tertiary sector, variously called Media 

Studies, Film Studies, Communication Studies or Broadcasting. The connections with initiatives 

in secondary schooling are not always seamless, but there is a good level of informal interaction 

between sectors, through the National Association of Media Educators (NAME). University and 

polytechnics are recruiting new staff and more students. In my own Department of Screen and 

Media Studies at the University of Waikato, we are experiencing exponential growth in student 

numbers (from a total student body of 12,000) and increased retention. Our motto is “Creativity 

and Criticism in the 21st Century”, and we place great weight on integrating ‘old’ and ‘new’ media, 

balancing hands-on experience and theoretical understanding, and providing both space for the 

prior learning of our students, whilst providing them with new ways of seeing and understanding.

I speak from the experience of ten years teaching in this department, which has grown from 2.5 

staff when I joined in 1992, to more than 13 in 2003. I have also spent these years working closely 

with colleagues in other institutions, and with teachers in New Zealand secondary schools. What 

advice can I offer, based on these experiences?

I can, for example, draw on recent encounters with students new to the game (first year students) 

and graduate students who have acquired varying degrees of knowledge. I coordinate our large 

first-year course The Media in Society, with 260 students in 2002. One incident in this course in 

2002 provides a cautionary tale about the occasional perils of media teaching, when one of my col-

leagues provided a lecture in The Media in Society on the political and social history of the internet. 

Along the way, he described the attempts by the Chinese Government to filter and censor internet 

traffic. At the end of the lecture, he was assailed by a cluster of Chinese students, who were shak-

ing in rage that he could speak of ‘our government’ in these terms. The non-foreign students who 

observed this incident looked very bemused and I was left a little dumb-founded. 

On other occasions, some students have regarded my take on the media as radical, and perhaps 

a little dangerous. I do think it is a mistake to assume that students will always come to media 

analysis with an open and generous spirit; they are just as likely to display a range of set or banal 

attitudes e.g. Films are just entertainment or The news is an objective report of what is happening in 
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the world. The ‘media savvy’ teenager certainly exists, but there are just as many ‘media naive’ teens 

who end up in our classes. It is a source of great pleasure to begin to see these students open up 

during the weeks of the course, and begin to think in different ways. There is a danger, however, 

that they can swap one set of fixed beliefs (the prejudices of their peers and parents) for another set 

of beliefs (those which will ‘please teacher’). This can happen but, more frequently, students begin 

to follow the recommended route of developing their own critical awareness, using established 

frameworks of analysis and explanation. From the very first lecture, they are told “There are no 

right answers in this course”, even though there are a set of ‘rules’. These include;

STUDENT RULE 1:  Because there are no ‘right answers’, teaching is about encouraging 

understanding the so-called ‘natural’ structures, processes and products of the media. Analysis and 

interpretation are the key words. 

STUDENT RULE 2:  Understanding and interpreting the media demands special skills and 

sustained intellectual effort. Students need to be able to cope with complex theory and practical 

skills, and appreciate the connections between the two.

STUDENT RULE 3:  Talking about and writing about the media requires the use of appropri-

ate language. This implies a familiarity with the technical and specialised language of the media, 

but also the avoidance of inappropriate language. We tell students to avoid words like rubbish or 

crap, or phrases such as lowest common denominator. Such language says more about the writer or 

speaker than anything instructive about the media. I am also thinking of banishing cool, a word 

that says everything but says nothing!

STUDENT RULE 4:  Critical analysis of the media should be the primary purpose of media 

teaching, but critical does not mean always trying to find fault. It also means pursuing increased 

appreciation and sophisticated understanding—and the intense pleasure which can result from 

such understanding. 

These rules (not a complete list) determine the purpose and outcomes of media teaching as it 

should be. There ought to be some rules for teachers, too, and these would include:

TEACHER RULE 1:  Regularly reflect on your own prejudices, biases and predispositions, and 
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how these might shape your teaching. Media teaching is seldom value-free and can often be 

deeply political. Your role is not to propogandise, inoculate nor protect; it is to lead students 

to greater understanding and appreciation. There is little point, for example, in teaching about 

television if you don’t watch much, or have very fixed ideas about its cultural value (keeping in 

mind Roland Barthe’s dictum that To be a critic, you also have to be a fan).

TEACHER RULE 2:  Introduce your students to the unfamiliar (difficult media texts, foreign 

language films, the sacred and the profane), but also constantly engage with the familiar (the 

media your students derive pleasure from). This will mean there will be learning on both sides 

if the ‘prior learning’ of students is given the respect it deserves. You should introduce students 

to the ideas of Chomsky and McChesney, but also confront the pleasures of Eminem and Ozzy 

Osbourne.

TEACHER RULE 3:  Accept the likelihood that students will often be more adept with new 

technology (computer editing, the Internet, text messaging) than you, and that conventional 

teacher-student power relationships will sometimes be reversed. 

 

These general rules serve well to ensure media teaching that will be satisfying for all participants. 

They also provide a good structure for studying and understanding media as we know it now (ter-

restrial and satellite television, feature films, the internet, computer games, the compact disk) but 

also whatever might come along in the near or distant future. This is because the style of media 

teaching I favour addresses, in equal proportions, the how questions (Where does such technology 

come from? How does it work?), the why questions (Why is such technology needed? Why is it 

centred in the Western world?), the who questions (Who owns it? Who uses it?) and the what 

questions (What impact does such technology have? What does it all mean for us as individuals, 

and society?). There must always be a careful balance between practice (hands-on training) and 

theory. Practice must inform theory; theory must inform practice.

One of the greatest pleasures of media teaching is that it demands an agile and highly flexible 

attitude to life and learning. Modern media is very ‘slippery’ —ever-changing and fluid—and 

media teachers need to constantly unpack and re-pack their cultural baggage. What you taught 

last year may not work this year. You will doubtless encounter many moments when students will 

fail to share your passion or concerns about aspects of the media. You need, for example, to teach 
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why knowing about media ownership is vitally important, as well as enlightening them about the 

complex networks of ownership. Furthermore, I believe the future is very bright, and the need for 

media teaching will grow and not diminish, as media concentration accelerates and technology 

becomes even more intrusive. Such knowledge is more powerful than strategies of prohibition or 

censorship.

 

I also believe there will be some wonderful students along in the coming years. In 2002, I revisited 

my research on New Zealand students aged 8-14 year olds and their use of media in their homes. 

We surveyed and talked to more than 800 children in twelve local schools, and in one of these 

(a lower income, inner-city school), we recorded the following conversation between two Maori 

girls, both aged eleven:

	 	

Researcher: If there was anything you could change about the media (film, TV, 			 

computers), what would it be?

Girl 1: I’d change all those things that give me nightmares.

Girl 2: You’d have to change the world, not just TV!

I look forward to having these two thoughtful girls, and others like them, in my lecture theatres 

and tutorials in a few years’ time!
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In 1997, Hong Kong was returned to China and was transformed into a Special Administrative 

Region under the “one country, two systems” model. As a post-colonial society, Hong Kong is 

characterized by social displacement, confusion over cultural identity, and struggle for political, 

economic and cultural liberation. With all these upheavals, the media environment has been 

rapidly deteriorating. The changing media environment fostered the development of media educa-

tion. In a very short period of time, media education has gained momentum in this former British 

colony and by 2003, more than 200 schools and organizations in Hong Kong have conducted 

media education programs.

Comparing with other countries, Hong Kong is unique in its development of media education. 

In some countries such as Argentina and Israel, media education is encouraged by the educational 

authority and takes the form of a vertical “top-down pattern.” In other countries such as Japan, 

Taiwan and the Philippines, media education is advocated by one or two enthusiastic organizations 

and its development pattern resembles a “spoke wheel,” which means that media education programs 

The Media Education  
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are generated and promoted by a powerful center. However, media education in Hong Kong is a 

multi-source voluntary grassroots movement and it expands more like a network. The development 

of media education in Hong Kong takes the form of what I call a “networking pattern” (Lee, 2002).

From the screen education in the 1960s to the media literacy training in the 2000s, media educa-

tion has developed for more than 40 years. So far there have been a lot of discussions on ‘why’ and 

‘how’ media education should be taught in classrooms and communities. However, few studies 

were conducted from a macro perspective to see the developmental pattern of media education in 

a particular region or country. This article attempts to achieve two objectives. The first is to put 

forward a conceptual framework of “networking model” to describe the development of media 

education movement in Hong Kong. The second objective is to examine how the media educa-

tion network in Hong Kong responds to the challenges imposed by the three key trends in world 

communication, namely digitalization, commodification and globalization.

The Networking Model of Media Education 

Like the environmental movement, feminist movement, human rights movement and consumer 

movement, the media education movement in Hong Kong is a new social movement that puts 

emphasis on bringing about change in social values and developing alternative life-styles. The 

media education movement stresses informal networking and grassroots participation (Dufour, 

1990). Similar to other new social movements, its organizational structure is usually described as 

loose, informal, ad hoc, discontinuous, small-scale and decentralized. This tendency is due to its 

anti-authoritarian ideology and its close proximity to the grassroots. Mobilization of a new social 

movement depends heavily upon preexisting private social networks. Strong friendship ties are 

especially important to help motivate commitment and sustain membership (Lee, 1997). In Hong 

Kong, the bottom-up media education movement shares the characteristics of other new social 

movements, particularly their networking organizational structure.

In Hong Kong, media education initiatives come from different sectors of the society. Institutions 

that are interested in promoting media education include primary and secondary schools, universi-

ties, youth organizations, religious organizations, media professional groups, social welfare orga-

nizations, media concern groups, educational institutions, government departments, legislators’ 

offices and media organizations. All the interested organizations interact with each other and have 
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formed an informal network of media education, like casting a net. Each organization serves as 

one of the nodes of the net. For those organizations that are richer in media education experience 

or resources (such as the Hong Kong Association of Media Education, the Breakthrough Youth 

Organization, the Society of Truth and Light and the government-supported EduCity), they 

become the hubs of the network. These hubs are responsible for leading the movement and giving 

support to other smaller organizations to launch individual media education programs.

To understand how the media education network functions, we can analyze the following aspects: 

(1) The laying of the network (the social forces and agency efforts); (2) The status of the network 

(the nature and size of the participating organizations); (3) The hubs of the network (the leader-

ship and support); (4) The communication of the network (the linkages among participating 

organizations and the sharing of resources); and (5) The expansion of the network.

After the 1997 handover, Hong Kong has faced unprecedented economic crisis. There are basi-

cally no direct official resources allocated to the development of media education while indirect 

supports through various educational funds are also limited. The effective launching of the media 

education movement depended very much on how to maximize the available funding for teacher 

training and curriculum development. Therefore, the informal media education network formed 

by academics, social activists, schools and representatives from various organizations becomes 

essential to the development of media education program in the territory. Through the linkages 

among the organizations and individuals, media educators can share information, curriculum 

materials, ideas, resources and expertise. The network enables media education to flourish with 

limited financial and human resources. 

The Digitalization of World Communication  
and Media Education

Since the 1990s, digital communication technologies have rapidly changed the communication 

landscape of human society. The emergence of the Internet fosters the convergence of the old and 

new media and we can now watch television and read newspapers online. The younger generation 

is basically born with computers, and the new digital media will very soon become what Marshall 

McLuhan called the “the dominant medium” of the epoch.
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In the new millennium, following the world trend, Hong Kong has entered the digital age. A 

recent study finds that 90% of the youth between 10 to 29 years old have access to the Internet 

(Breakthrough, 2003). This group of young Internet users spends an average of three hours daily 

online. Even for very young children, the new media are moving to the center of their daily enter-

tainment. A survey on primary school students’ media use indicates that playing computer games 

and going online just comes second to watching television (Hong Kong Christian Service, 2002). 

It is expected that in a few years, the digital media will replace television and become the primary 

media consumed by children and youth in Hong Kong.

As youth people in Hong Kong have dived into the digital world, there is growing concern about 

their use of the new media. Survey results indicate that 70% of the Hong Kong parents do not 

have the information needed to help their children make appropriate choices on the Web (Ming 

Pao Daily News, 2000). Moreover, the phenomenon of “Internet addiction” also exists in Hong 

Kong. Researchers in the United States and Korea have been examining the “addiction” problems 

that include cybersex, cyber-relation, information overload, online game, net compulsion on gam-

bling or shopping. In Hong Kong, a survey shows that around 15% of young people have the ten-

dency of “Internet addiction.” Among all kinds of “Internet addiction,” online “game addiction” 

is the most prevalent one (Breakthrough, 2003). Other studies also find that local school students 

become less interested in interpersonal communications and group games (Sing Tao Daily, 1999). 

Moreover, more and more young people are going to cyber cafés to spend their spare time (Wan, 

2002). In fact, a number of international studies on computer games have pointed out that most 

of the online games contain violence and they cultivate aggressive behavior in children (Funk & 

Buchman, 1996; Karl, 2001). There are also calls for cultivating young people’s digital literacy 

and Web wisdom which guide them to better use the online media and critically evaluate Web 

information (Alexander & Tate, 1999; Gilster, 1997).

Media educators in Hong Kong fully realize that children are now growing up in a changing 

media environment. As communication technology goes digital, media education should also 

expand its scope to cover online media. Therefore, local media education advocates are eager to 

develop young people’s “infomedia literacy” (Lee, 1999). However, since most school teachers, 

parents and even media education advocates are inexperienced in handling the new media, they 

depend on the informal media education network to exchange information, share resources and 

establish partnership to promote infomedia literacy.
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Early in 1999, nine local secondary schools joined together to develop three volumes of media 

education textbooks in which Internet literacy was one of the key topics. The textbooks were 

put into classroom practice in these nine schools. University professors also joined this textbook 

project by sharing their knowledge on the Internet and conducting a survey on students’ ICQ 

behavior. They also contributed by developing curriculum materials to teach students how to criti-

cally consume their idols’ websites. The Hong Kong Association of Media Education (HKAME) 

then did a follow-up ICQ workshop to further update school teachers’ knowledge on new media 

usage. In 2000, the Breakthrough, a local youth organization, launched a two-year large scale 

media education program called “Media and Information Literacy Education” (MILE). Apart 

from cultivating traditional media literacy, the MILE put great emphasis on information literacy. 

First of all, Breakthrough lined up university professors to give lectures on information literacy 

for school teachers. Then they developed a media education kit entitled “Media and Information 

Literacy Education Guidebook.” Breakthrough established partnership with 16 secondary schools 

to use the kit in the classrooms to enhance school children’s infomedia literacy. Copies of the kit 

are also distributed to more than 150 schools that affiliate with Breakthrough.

Liu Po Shan Memorial College is one of the secondary schools that joined the partnership net-

work program to use the kit. A total of 200 Grade 9 students from this school participated in the 

project and learned how to collect and evaluate information, mostly from the Web. The methods 

included the mind map exercises and the START (Scope, Treatment, Authority, Relevance, 

Timeliness) Information Evaluation Program. Teresa Shiu, the school teacher who was respon-

sible for introducing the teaching kit to the Liu Po Shan Memorial College, said her students 

realized that there was so much information on the Web and they understood that it was necessary 

to develop strategies to discriminate the good from the bad (Shiu 2003). 

Breakthrough established a youth website like Uzone21.com to help students better use the Web. 

Breakthrough also linked up with the Society for Truth and Light, a local religious organization, 

to set up a resource center on Media and Information Literacy Education. In fact, the Society for 

Truth and Light has also established partnership with 122 schools to conduct 280 workshops for 

their students’ parents (Chan, 2003). A large number of the workshops are about cyberisk. The 

staff members of the Society teach parents how to handle their children’s Internet consumption.

	

Media education advocates in Hong Kong strongly believe that in the digital age, it is important to 

address the need of cultivating young people’s healthy consumption habit of the new media. The 
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infomedia literacy programs are conducted not only for students and teachers but also for parents. 

As home entertainment has gradually played a central role in local people’s leisure activities, family 

becomes a new site of struggle for media education. Grounded in classroom realities and family 

realities, local media educators will continue to use the local media education network to explore 

future strategies in response to new communication technologies.

The Commodification of Mass Media and  
Its Implication for Media Education

In the early 20th century, Adorno and his Frankfurt School peers had already paid attention to the 

commodification of cultural products including the media. His classic work The Culture Industry 

(Adorno, 1991) is still widely read by media educators. Over the decades, the trend of commodi-

fication has not stopped but accelerated. After Habermas’ (1989) lament of the erosion of the 

public sphere due to the increasing commercialization of the mass media, Bourdieu (1998) accuses 

commercial television of contributing to the deterioration of civilization. 

The mass media in Hong Kong can hardly escape from the tyranny of commodification. After the 

handover in 1997, the Hong Kong media turned apolitical and market-driven journalism took 

over. While profit-making becomes the primary goal of media organizations and media products 

are viewed as purely commercial products, the media environment is seriously polluted with sen-

sational news, crime stories, entertainment features and bad-taste information. Family newspapers 

and adolescents’ comic books are flooded with messages of sex and violence. Social responsibility 

of the media has been swept aside and media ethics is evaporating.

Facing the challenge of increasing commodification of media products, media educators and 

scholars with cultural studies background differ greatly from the moral concern groups with reli-

gious background in developing strategies of media education. The informal media education net-

work was divided into two blocs regarding this issue. The moral concern group includes teacher 

federations, parent-teacher associations, religious organizations and non-government agencies on 

youth and community service. They have close-knit ties among themselves and have formed a 

united front called the “Anti-Sex and Violent Information Movement” that includes more than 

15 educational and social welfare organizations. The united front holds media education work-
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shops to teach school children how to critically assess negative media messages. It organizes media 

education forums and exhibitions. It even mobilizes teachers, social workers, parents and readers 

to hold demonstrations against indecent media coverage. 

Another group of media education activists who favor creative expression and media production 

occupies another half of the media education network. They oppose any harsh criticism on the 

popular press and call for media empowerment. They also hold talks, seminars and write articles 

on media education. They raise strong objections to the “moral oppression” on the popular media, 

regardless of whether these media are market-driven or not.

The Hong Kong Association of Media Education is trying to resolve the differences between these 

two groups and strengthen the local media education network by proposing a “social participatory 

model” of media education which stresses on cultivating local young people’s civil consciousness 

(Lee, 1996). While the Association rejects the “inoculation model” of media education, it also has 

reservations about the “media empowerment model.” The Association proposes that media educa-

tors should not limit the use of media literacy to “self-defense” or “self-enjoyment” at the individual 

level and neglects the social functions of media education. The social participatory model encourages 

media education students to learn to understand the media, analyze the media, use the media and 

influence the media. Special emphasis is put on enhancing young people’s ability to express their 

opinions and monitor the media. Only when the students are trained to be competent media users 

can we call for reform in the media industry and improve the tainted media environment. 

The “social participatory model” seems to be accepted by both the moral concern group and 

the liberal media educators. In many media education programs, media monitoring becomes an 

important element, and discussion of values of media messages is also encouraged.

Globalization and the Issue of Cultural Identity

After the unification with China, young people in Hong Kong are faced with an identity problem. 

Their shaky Hong Kong identity has been further over-shadowed by the demand for recogniz-

ing their Chinese status. Youth magazines, television programs and local films are still in many 

ways shaping young people’s local identity while the news media begin to foster Hong Kong’s 

integration with China and promote a sense of belonging to the greater Chinese community. The 
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new digital communication technologies are blurring the boundaries among nation states and 

geographic regions. Young people, who are major consumers of the new media, are at the same 

time being socialized as global consumers and global citizens.

The concept of cultural identity contains two components, namely social identity and political 

identity. The former refers to the life styles, common interests and a general sense of belonging 

to a community, while the latter refers to the political commitment to a political entity and the 

sharing of common political values. 

Before the handover, the Hong Kong media, particularly television and local magazines, were only 

successful in promoting the social identity of the Hong Kong people such as the way of life and 

living standard. However, they failed to cultivate local people’s political identity. Therefore, in the 

post-colonial period, Hong Kong people are very clumsy in practicing the concept of “one coun-

try, two systems” because Hong Kong people have never established their independent political 

identity. After the handover, the propaganda media of the Chinese authority and the Hong Kong 

SAR government have tried very hard to promote the Chinese identity of the Hong Kong people. 

Even the news media join the trend of advocating cultural integration with and understanding 

about the “motherland.” However, they are not very successful in promoting the political com-

ponent of the Chinese identity and simply fail in shaping the social component of the Chinese 

identity. The news media basically stress the benefit on the political and economic integration 

with China and put emphasis on the importance of unification. They are not yet able to help the 

Hong Kong audience better understand the values of mainland Chinese people and their ways of 

living, not to mention the enhancement of the common interest between the mainland Chinese 

people and the Hong Kong people.

Therefore, although a recent survey indicates that the number of young people identify themselves 

as Chinese is on the rise (Hong Kong Economic Times, 2002), in fact most of the Hong Kong 

people are still reluctant to call themselves Chinese. As to the global media such as the global 

television networks and the online media, they contribute more to the promotion of the social 

component of global identity that stressed life style and habits of consumption instead of the 

advocacy of civic responsibility. 
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One role of media education is to identify the inadequacy of the media in addressing Hong Kong 

people’s identity issue. However, in Hong Kong many media educators are too inexperienced to 

handle this topic. In order to help young people learn about the relevancy of the issue, teachers 

and parents definitely need the support of the media education network. One of the “hubs” of the 

network, Breakthrough, lined up academics to conduct a seminar on “News Media and National 

Consciousness” for teachers. In fact, the issue of cultural identity involves a strong sense of com-

mitment. No matter that one identifies oneself as Hongkonger, Chinese or global citizen, what 

is important is for him/her to be willing to contribute to Hong Kong society, the Chinese com-

munity or the international community. Therefore, there should be plans for Hong Kong media 

educators to gather civic education teachers, media professionals and academics to formulate 

curriculum materials on the topic of cultural identity. Influenced by the trend of globalization, 

in post-colonial Hong Kong, media will no longer limit its influence on shaping a local identity. 

How to help Hong Kong young people integrate the identities of Hongkonger, Chinese and 

global citizen has become a pressing issue.

Future Role of the Media Education Network

The informal media education network in Hong Kong contributes a great deal to the develop-

ment of media education and helps local media educators steadily respond to the key trends of 

world communication. Over the years, the network keeps on growing. Recently the network has 

been expanding from secondary schools to primary schools, from institutions to families, from 

extra-curricular activities to classroom teaching, from traditional media to new media, from media 

analysis to media production and from the individual level to the societal.

At present, the local media education network still limits its role to the promotion of media edu-

cation movement in Hong Kong. However, there is great potential for its extension to China. 

After China’s entry to WTO there are increasing concerns about the role of commercial media 

in mainland China. The Hong Kong media education network can play such a meaningful role 

both locally and regionally.

In addition, instead of only promoting the media education movement, the network can also be 

used to help establish media education as a worthy field of study in the academic arena. In fact, 

local academics have already fostering linkages with individual media education units as well as 
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media education “hubs” to conduct research on media education. Media education has existed for 

more than four decades. It is time to consolidate our knowledge on this fascinating subject. The 

Hong Kong media education activists are preparing themselves to join hands with their overseas 

counterparts in this future endeavor.
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About the MELL Project

The MELL (Media Expression, Learning and Literacy) Project is a loosely knit, networked 

research project intended to conduct practical research into expression and learning via the media, 

and research into media literacy.

In the information society of East Asia, which continues to present a chaotic face as digitaliza-

tion and globalization both advance simultaneously, how should people gain an understanding 

of media literacy? How should expression and learning via the media be developed? How should 

citizens independently design their own diverse modal media systems? To take on topics such as 

these, the MELL Project began as a cooperative research project of a brand new type of graduate 
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school, the Interfaculty Initiative in Information Studies, which was established in the 2000 school 

year at the University of Tokyo to fuse the areas of information studies in liberal arts, social sci-

ence, natural science, art and design. Activities of the project, which officially began in January 

2001, are taking place over a time frame of five years.

The MELL Project is simultaneously advancing on several fronts, through several subprojects 

and more loosely related affiliated projects. The primary subprojects and affiliated projects are 

introduced below.

The first project is the Media Literacy Project of the National Association of Commercial 

Broadcasters in Japan (NAB). This project links commercial broadcasters with children in their 

areas, enabling children to produce their own television programs. Through activities that enable 

studying media literacy and media expression together, conducted by creators and viewers in these 

regions, this project is enjoying wide-ranging success. Pilot projects are underway in four regions: 

Miyagi, Nagano, Aichi, and Fukuoka. The next project is the Tokyo project. This project is pro-

gressing in all areas of Tokyo, preparing a media literacy program that can be conducted using 

community centers and museums instead of schools.

Other activities cover a wide range of subjects, including the Book Building and Media Literacy 

Project; the Asia Image Network, for practical research into the Asian media; the play “NEWS 

NEWS: What are they Saying on TV?,” which covers the themes of inaccurate reporting in the 

mass media and human rights issues; the Media Expression Research Conferences, which conduct 

theoretical research into the new area of media expression; and others. Members of the MELL 

Project may be classified into three types, based on their degrees of connection to the project.

The first group of members is made up of the founding members, the project leaders who man-

age the project overall: Katsumi Ichikawa (television producer), Mariko Sakai (museum director), 

Akiko Sugaya (journalist), Naoya Hayashi (high-school teacher), Shin Mizukoshi (media studies 

researcher), and Yuhei Yamauchi (education researcher). Although they come from different 

fields, all six founding members came to the project with the same objectives.

The next group of members is made up of those who conduct research as part of the project 

(approximately fifty members). Primarily staff and graduate students of the Interfaculty Initiative 
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in Information Studies, this group is made up of schoolteachers, persons involved in the mass 

media, journalists, persons involved in social education, information designers, citizen activists, 

librarians, museum curators, persons involved in online industries, and others.

The final group of members includes supporters of the project who receive project information 

via the project mailing list and other means. As of April 2003, this group numbers approximately 

350 members. This wide-ranging community of members shares and discusses information in 

multiple ways such as through the project web site and the e–mail magazine MELL no Wa (the 

MELL Loop), distributed monthly. In addition, operational meetings and research announcement 

meetings are held monthly, and a summer seminar including lodging and a symposium are held 

annually, among other events.

In addition, although these educational research projects take place within a system separate 

from the MELL Project (a cooperative research project), the courses we teach at the Interfaculty 

Initiative in Information Studies, Information Literacy Studies and Media Expression Studies are 

both deeply linked with the research practiced in the MELL Project. The Interfaculty Initiative 

in Information Studies graduate students participating in these courses come from diverse back-

grounds and have rich levels of work experience, and they also work to substantively promote the 

MELL Project. This is an element of the project-based education characteristic of the Interfaculty 

Initiative in Information Studies.

Characteristics of Japan’s Media Environment  
and Media Literacy Topics

The genesis of the MELL Project is intimately linked with the characteristics of Japan’s media 

environment and topics connected with media literacy in Japan. Without an understanding of this 

background, it may be impossible for readers in North America and other countries to understand 

fully the significance of the MELL Project. These topics are briefly explained below:

A Massive and Systemized Mass-Media and a Frail Citizens’ Media

In the mass media that developed in Japan following World War II, newspapers and television 

particularly have flourished, becoming extremely large-scale industries and developing intricate 
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systems. For example, Yomiuri Shimbun boasts the world’s largest daily circulation, more than 10 

million. Circulation figures of six other newspapers exceed 2 million. These are delivered through-

out the nation through an intricate delivery network, staffed by working students and homemak-

ers and foreign workers. Japan’s rate of newspaper delivery is the second highest in the world.

Although a public broadcaster, NHK, with 12,000 employees and annual revenue of 700 billion 

yen, is the largest broadcasting organization in the world. Television is overwhelmingly influential, 

with NHK and the five commercial broadcasting networks centered in Tokyo covering the entire 

nation in detail. What’s more, the five major national newspapers are members of the same busi-

ness groups as the five commercial networks. In addition, two large advertising agencies, Dentsu 

and Hakuhodo, who have strongly supported the flourishing of newspapers and broadcasters, have 

taken the lead in the advertising market.

Similar tendencies can be seen in the U.S., the U.K., and many other developed countries. 

However, Japan perhaps has the most centralized national mass-media system of these countries. 

The beginnings of this system can be seen in the policies for suppression of speech enacted from 

the early 20th century through World War II. These policies encouraged the oligopolization of the 

media business. This system became settled in postwar industry developments.

On the other hand, Japanese citizens’ media and regional media are, broadly speaking, weak. A 

major reason for this situation is the establishment of the centralized national media since the 

Meiji Era, as part of the process of Japan’s modernization as a nation. This involved the gradual 

elimination of regional, indigenous, and anti-Tokyo media

For example, the level of small community newspapers covering cities, towns, and villages is 

extremely thin. Currently, public access via cable television and community radio is not a legal right. 

Since alternative media is not very active, freelance journalists are also few in number. Japan’s mod-

ernization process clearly separated the small number of people who work for the mass media from 

the consumers of the information produced by that media. In particular, since the high economic 

growth of the 1960s, during which mass consumption and the media culture both grew, most people 

were content to be plentiful consumers of the media, and could not even conceive of any other way 

of interacting with the media. Citizens had no opportunities to express themselves by becoming 

independent providers of information on their own, and no media through which to do so.
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Japanese became passive consumers enjoying a mass media that had developed domestically in 

peace, without open cultural encroachments from overseas or any major changes to the nation’s 

political system. In these kinds of circumstances, it would be pointless for example to introduce 

Canadian-style media literacy studies as-is. However, discussing and putting into practice media 

literacy studies in Japan’s historical and social contexts is no simple task.

Media Literacy Movements: Difficult To Link

Education and practice regarding the media and literacy may be classified into three lineages. 

The first of these is traditional media literacy studies, conducted through critical analysis of the 

popular culture arising from the mass media. This has primarily developed in the fields of social 

education, adult education, and citizens’ movements. The second of these lineages is that of media 

education in the field of school education. This has developed continually from pre-World War 

II radio education and film education through today’s computer education. The primary goal of 

such education is effective utilization of the media to promote many aspects of children’s educa-

tion. The third is the field of information education and computer literacy, intended to develop 

technical skills for using information devices, in line with recent advances in information technol-

ogy (IT). The background for this field involves the state and the IT industry, both of which see 

a need for workers for new industries.

Although this situation may be found in all countries to some degree, these three lineages have not 

been well linked in Japan. For example, Japanese schools have tried to exclude popular culture, 

so that activities such as popular cultural criticism are generally not conducted in the classroom. 

Many reach the hasty conclusion that media and information are subjects of technical education. 

Many elementary schools prohibit students from bringing Pokemon games into the classroom, 

but teachers welcome unappealing educational computer software. Schools try to block out from 

the classroom the mass culture that elsewhere touches children like the air. Pokemon provides 

opportunities to study media literacy, such as what kinds of values are incorporated into the game, 

what kinds of industrial purposes are behind it, and criticism of the story structure of the game. 

However, very few schools attempt to teach these matters.
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On the other hand, traditional media literacy studies, which have emphasized the analysis of the 

media primarily through critical thinking, have been introduced in Japan largely through some-

what hysterical anti-television movements, strongly rooted in enlightenment ideologies. These 

have not been fully reconciled with the rich understanding of popular cultural criticism influenced 

by cultural studies. In light of the interconnectedness between Japan’s political culture and the 

media in around 1990, this movement was in danger of a careless connection with the movement 

to restrict speech for the cause of protecting youth, promoted by groups such as the ruling Liberal 

Democratic Party and the inherently conservative national PTA.

Let’s examine the various perspectives using broad caricatures. Imagine a schoolteacher who feels 

that citizens’ movements for media literacy are extremist political movements. The teacher realizes 

that IT technical education must be necessary in light of national demands, but is fearful that he 

or she does not have the necessary skills. Next, imagine a citizen activist who has determined that 

the school, which thoroughly implements bureaucratic education and provides no opportunities 

for intellectual freedom, is not suited to media literacy studies. The activist also has no interest 

in IT technical education. Finally, imagine a technical educator who originally is unaware of the 

critical thinking involved in media literacy studies and views the school as an undeveloped area 

technologically, because of its failure to introduce computers and computer networks. This has 

been the situation in Japan until recently.

Perspectives of the MELL Project

Obviously, such broad-ranging views are not easy to reconcile. With these kinds of difficulties, 

how feasible are the continual development of media literacy studies and citizens’ expression 

through the media in Japan? The MELL Project was born in response to this question.

Media Literacy: The Cycle of Expression and Reception

In today’s Japan, where citizens’ media is frail and school culture is strictly controlled, we believe 

that putting into practice one-sided media literacy that leans toward critical reception of the media 

will likely not take root, but will be welcomed by the establishment as a simple anti-mass media 
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movement. In order to fully train citizens’ critical thinking, a program that activates the dormant 

communication abilities of citizens and actively promotes lively expression is required.

The two aspects of expression and reception have not been sufficiently linked in media literacy 

practice in the past. Those who emphasize critical analysis have insisted that education in critical 

methods is more effective than media creation. Those who emphasize expression have tended to 

place little importance on critical thinking and to teach only techniques of expression.

However, in the end these two purposes need to be unified. The vital topic in education is not 

which of these aspects to learn, but how to create an interconnectedness between the two. To this 

end, we have created the expression-reception spiral model, a learning model intended to unify 

these two aspects.

In this model, students experience the ways in which one’s intent is formulated above all through 

expression. Although emphasis is placed on processes and techniques, learning is coordinated to 

gradually shift awareness to the correspondence between intent and expression. This allows stu-

dents to understand firsthand the fact that the media is made up of human beings.

Based on this first-hand understanding, students proceed to criticize their own works and those of 

others, and to review their own activities. Next, activities shift to discerning the intent of the person 

who has made an expression. At first, the students find it difficult to critically read intents construct-

ed from points of view different from their own. However, as the points of view of others gradually 

become internalized through discussion, the connection between intent and expression deepens.

By repeating this expression-reception loop numerous times, enabling students to move up the 

expression-reception spiral, the students gradually learn to analyze and express themselves, taking 

into consideration higher-level content, such as cultural, social, and economic factors. This enables 

deeply critical thinking backed up by practical expressive activities, and strong, high-level media 

expression supported by critical thinking.
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Media Play as the Foundation for Media Literacy

Media literacy evokes the image of “correct ways” of reading the media and media expression. 

This may be related to the enlightenment tinge of the word literacy. Of course, the fact that media 

expression includes various overlapping codes fostered by human beings over many years must 

not be ignored. It is vital to study what kinds of expressions to make, and what meanings will be 

attached to these expressions by receivers.

However, these must not be taken as absolute, fixed matters. Since such codes have been cre-

ated by human beings, they may change independently in response to various circumstances. 

Adherence to canonical, inflexible codes is an act not of literacy, but of propaganda.

In Japan, the state of the mass media and the educational system are currently uniform and regi-

mental, and accordingly, people tend to show these characteristics as well. It is difficult to convey 

the fact that media literacy possesses critical aspects that are playful and “hard fun”, such as satire, 

humor, and parody. In addition, since the beginning of the modern era almost all Japanese media 

has increased after being imported or transplanted from the developed nations of Europe and the 

Americas. Japan does not have a history of independently designing its own media and develop-

ing its own codes. This background has led to the tendency to interpret the interconnectedness of 

media and human beings as an absolute, fixed relationship.

In these kinds of circumstances, the MELL Project has emphasized the importance of media play 

as well as media literacy, as means of enabling citizens to learn the variability of media codes. Play, 

as used here, does not refer to the mass entertainment offered as products by the media. It refers to 

experimental trials conducted by encouraging the human imagination, such as freely creating and 

interpreting media codes and readjusting the interconnectedness between the media and human 

beings. This is the play described by Johan Huizinga in Homo Ludens as the basis of all culture, 

and the “alienation effect” described by Bertolt Brecht. In Japan, this kind of media play leading to 

a dynamism that generates new meaning for the media must be considered a basis for supporting 

media literacy, and promoted as such.
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Media Practice as an Intent of Media Literacy

Media literacy itself is not the goal. Rather, like the larva for the butterfly, media literacy results in 

media practice. Through media practices, such as promotion of public access, bridging the digital 

divide, extension of information technology to depopulated areas, and workshops using museums 

and community centers, citizens must be able to enrich their own communication activities and 

change the information society. If not, then learning about the media serves no purpose.

In Japan in recent years, media literacy has become a kind of fad. However, many of these move-

ments have proceeded without adequate curricula and teaching materials, leading them to become 

simple criticisms of newspaper articles, criticisms of television programs, and vague criticisms of 

the information society (such as statements that information technology will lead to a breakdown 

of humanity). For example, many of the students in our university courses conclude their papers in 

the following manner: “I believe it is vital to take an active stance in life, recognizing the dangers 

of the media, picking and choosing from overflowing amounts of information.”

That may be a good way to conclude a paper. But for this student to take a truly active stance in 

life, he or she needs not only to receive knowledge concerning media literacy, but also to get to 

work in society himself or herself, to gain practical experience opening up new roads of commu-

nication. This is especially vital in Japan, where citizens’ media is frail.

Media literacy and media practice are considered separate fields, and exchange between partici-

pants in these two fields has been rare. The MELL Project considers media literacy and media 

practice to lead to one another, and is implementing activities to connect the two. In other words, 

the MELL Project operates within a wide framework to activate the whole of Japan’s information 

society, by connecting media-related citizens’ activities, including alternative media and public 

access, to media literacy programs. As described above, media literacy, media play, and media 

practice share a cyclical relationship. Restoring this cycle in Japan’s media environment is the 

perspective of the MELL Project.
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Development of the NAB Project

The National Association of Commercial Broadcasters in Japan (NAB) is an industrial organi-

zation of Japan’s commercial broadcasters. Traditionally it has acted to promote stabilization 

of the business of commercial broadcasters and development of the industry. In some sense, it 

is an organization that has been in diametrical opposition to the promotion of media literacy. 

However, the organization felt the need to respond to criticism from authorities and from citizens 

over scandals that have occurred in succession among member broadcasters since about 1990. In 

addition, it became aware of the danger posed by the development of digital television, which 

had been proceeding with its focus mostly on technology. For these reasons, the NAB has recog-

nized the importance of media literacy as a means of building bridges connecting the media with 

citizens. This is an epochal change, even when compared with the situation of the organization’s 

American partner, the National Association of Broadcasters. Since 1999, the NAB has produced a 

series of programs that even contain content critical of broadcasting, under the title Terebi Kizzu 

Tanteidan: Terebi to no Jozu na Tsukiaikata (TV Kids’ Detective Agency: Keeping Good Company 

with Television). The series is broadcast on all member stations, and distributed on videocassette.

In order to develop activities on a fuller scale, the MELL Project conducted practical research on 

behalf of the NAB Project over the two-year period beginning in the 2001 academic year. The 

goal of the NAB project was to enable local broadcasters and schools to learn about media literacy, 

through the process of producing television programs. These programs are actually broadcast on 

NAB member stations as segments of evening variety programs.

Through producing television programs together with local broadcasters, schools can learn about 

the characteristics of broadcast media and the processes of constructing a television program. The 

local broadcasters can attain media literacy from the creators’ side, through rethinking their own 

impact by reviewing the media expression process in putting their activities into words.

Even in the past, broadcasters gave their viewers short lessons in video techniques and broadcast 

videos produced by their viewers. However, these recent trials are original in that they combine 

these activities to study media literacy.
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In the 2001 academic year, the two regions of Nagano and Aichi prefectures were chosen as loca-

tions of field studies for realizing these goals. These two regions were chosen because the practical 

foundations were already in place on both the broadcasters’ and the schools’ sides, since broad-

casters and schools had both already been taking part in media literacy projects for several years.

Nagano Prefecture Pilot Study

In Nagano prefecture, TV Shinshu Broadcasting Co., Ltd. and Suzaka High School, Nagano 

Nishi High School, Misato Junior High School, and the Shimizu Students’ Club have cooperated 

for practical study. The Nagano program is a sort of leadership development program, targeted 

at teachers (who serve as producers) and several students, who primarily create the television pro-

grams (and serve as directors). Producers and directors are assigned at both the broadcasters and 

the schools. Four people produce a three-minute introductory television program, utilizing the 

characteristics of their own positions in an equal relationship.

FIGURE 1 Students of Nagano Nishi High School in a classroom and on the air.



On the school side, students and teachers prepare the introductory program by arranging the 

content they would like to introduce and studying various methods to use to express this content. 

The broadcasters provide practical lectures on the means of visual expression and support the 

production of the program. In addition, the broadcaster interviews participants throughout the 

process of producing the program, resulting in video clips about the process of learning to under-

stand television expression and following the changes in the participants’ thinking with regard to 

the broadcaster.

The complete television program runs approximately ten minutes. During the broadcast, participants 

from the school appear as guests and describe their impressions, as well as changes in their feelings 

about television. The introductory program and its production process are aired, and participants 

from the broadcaster’s side describe changes in their own thinking along with their own impressions.

The school is not the only partner in this educational program to learn from the production pro-

cess. The know-how necessary for making a television program is a craft that is said to be difficult 

to put down in a manual. If a television reporter were forced to attempt to explain the visual gram-

mar of television in front of a viewer who has never produced a television program, what would he 

or she think to say? Being forced to translate into words something normally understood through 

feelings makes a person conscious of his or her own job. In addition, the fixed conceptions held 

by creators concerning visual expression sometimes break down when giving lessons directly to 

viewers. This program leads to a reversal of positions between creators and viewers.

Mr. Imamura, the news director who served as an instructor for four communities in this project, 

said the following in an interview we conducted: 

The other day, I gave an on-site lecture in media literacy to elementary-school students for the 

first time, at Matsumoto’s Shimizu Students’ Club. After nine students ranging from the fourth 

through sixth grades listened to my lecture, we practiced interviewing and editing. When we were 

playing and editing a video tape prepared in advance, the words of a fifth-grade boy surprised 

me: “That’s (the video clip) a little long!” He said this just as I had been thinking the same thing. 

That’s when I truly realized the strength of children’s video sense.

170



171

Although television is the media form closest to the people, the internal conditions of television 

are rarely made public. This gap between creator and viewer can only be bridged by the creators. 

As competition within the media intensifies, creating a wide, strong pipeline with viewers is vital 

to survival. I thought of this when I was asked by the NAB to participate this program. A teacher, 

Mr. Naoya Hayashi, provided a lot of support and encouragement. When I made the rounds of 

Suzaka Senior High School, Nagano Nishi High School, and Misato Junior High School, I real-

ized the difficulty of explaining something one usually does without thinking, and the hard work 

done by teachers who stand in front of a classroom every day. On the other hand, I felt anew the 

wonderful characteristics and bright future of television.

What did the teachers who formed partnerships with the broadcasters think? Mr. Kobayashi of 

Misato Junior High School said the following:

I already understood as common knowledge the fact that programs broadcast on televi-

sion were made by linking clips cut from large amounts of footage taken. I wasn’t sure 

what to make of it. Watching NHK, for example, I felt a little suspicious that they 

were showing us only the good parts. After this experience and talking about it, that 

feeling has become stronger.

I want this kind of activity to teach children that they need to watch television more carefully. 

The students haven’t understood this yet. I think the students now understand how difficult it 

is to make a television program. However, in order to understand the deep background to the 

television broadcast, I think this process needs to repeat several more times.

Since the Nagano program was conducted over a limited period of three hours, not all students 

were able to participate on the same level. This program was intended only to develop teacher 

and student leaders, and to lead to further experiments in media literacy. In this sense, we think 

that if it has encouraged participants to want to continue to the next step, and enabled them to 

develop the necessary knowledge, skills, and relationships, then it has been successful as a leader-

ship development model.
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Aichi Prefecture Pilot Study

In Aichi prefecture, Tokai Television and Haruhigaoka High School worked together to produce a 

three-minute news program. The Aichi program was a hands-on education and support program, 

in which broadcaster staff and students worked together over a long period to produce a single 

program. 

The program was conducted from September through December as an integrated learning course. 

Sixteen tenth-grade students participated. The plan was for the program to be completed over 

nine class periods of fifty minutes each, once per week. However, in reality several more hours 

were needed for off-campus interviews and editing.

In this program, students were separated into four teams of four members each. Each team came 

up with a plan for a news video approximately three minutes long, covering news from a high 

school student’s perspective. Planning a television news program intended to convey the facts of 

FIGURE 2. Students of Haruhigaoka High School and Staff of Tokai Televison
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the news, the students were puzzled at first over how to go about making their plans. They had to 

determine the content and structure of each plan — what topic to choose, how to gather relevant 

information, and how to express it — through discussions with each other. After getting advice 

from the Tokai Television’s editor, Mr. Haruda and others concerning how to plan and put 

together their television program, they asked questions about the issues they had come up with.

This way, by getting the opinions of Tokai Television staff, the students learned what is necessary 

when planning the news. Is the purpose of the plan clear? Which viewers do you have in mind? Is 

production practical? How should you approach issues with sponsors? Students learned both the 

difficulty of preparing a realistic plan and the necessity of visual expression to a television program.

The chosen topics of the final news proposals from the four groups were “High School Students 

and Money,” “High School Students and Fads,” High School Students and Hobbies”, and “The 

High School Student’s Image.” After the students announced their completed proposals in presen-

tations, they discussed the proposals with participants from the broadcaster. Through this process, 

they selected the topic “High School Students and Money” for actual production.

From the fourth hour of the course, the students worked to turn the proposal they had selected 

into a television program. The students structured the program, divided their responsibilities, 

gathered information and filmed the program. The structure they selected: (1) Introduction and 

overall explanation, (2) Presenting the results of a survey, (3) Interviewing high school students, 

(4) Interviewing the students’ parents for their opinions, and (5) Conclusion.

Each group discussed ideas for shooting its own video footage. The team in charge of the first seg-

ment decided to shoot scenes of money being spent in a busy area near a train station in Kasugai, 

where there are some stores popular with high school students. Other teams thought of ways to 

express survey results and planned on-campus interviews of students and guardians.

Finally, the students began gathering video footage for the program. The team that had planned to 

shoot footage of high school students spending money near the station had difficulty getting per-

mission to shoot inside the stores because they had not made appointments in advance. Even after 

they somehow managed to get permission, no high-school students showed up at the right time.
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The team that tallied survey results had a different problem. At first, in gathering information on 

high school students and money, they had anticipated results showing the economic recession hav-

ing an effect on students’ spending money. However, when they tallied survey responses they saw 

no such result. At this point, since results showed that the most common use for money the stu-

dents received from their parents was paying mobile phone charges, they decided to revise the con-

tent of the survey to focus on the relationship between mobile phones and students’ money. From 

their own experiences, students suspected that ways of spending money had changed massively 

since the introduction of the mobile phone, and they treated this as an assumption in their survey.

However, when they actually took the survey they found that this assumption was also incorrect. 

The survey results showed that, since most mobile phone charges for the majority of students 

were paid by their parents, mobile phones did not have a major effect on students’ uses of money. 

The students, who had been thinking up text and images in expectation of the conclusion that 

mobile phones had changed high school students’ uses of money, were confused. At this rate, they 

were afraid they would not be able to write their conclusion. They discussed the matter with Mr. 

Haruda until late at night, trying to figure out how to pull their report together. Finally, they 

reached the following conclusion: “When we conducted interviews, we saw that parents and stu-

dents were making efforts to use mobile phones well. Maybe using the mobile phone well leads to 

effective use of money.” After reshooting and editing their footage in line with this concept, they 

were able, after much difficulty, to complete their three-minute news story.

At the end off the course, the students participated in a discussion class to review the entire pro-

cess of producing the television program. In this discussion, the students debated the difference 

between reshooting and manipulation of images, and how intentional construction of a program 

differs from manipulation.

What Did the Students Learn?

The following is an analysis of what the students learned in this program, based on what they 

wrote on the evaluation sheets collected after each class.
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Learning at the Planning Stage

Student A: “Since a one percent viewership rate means about 94,000 people watching 

a program, TV dramas and other shows that draw more than 30% viewership are 

seen by an enormous number of people.”

	 Although words like “viewer” and “viewership” are used commonly, few stu-

dents can picture in practical terms just how many people these terms involve. 

Understanding the concept of the viewer is vital to understanding the socio-eco-

nomic background of broadcasting.

Student B: “I felt that what the people from Tokai Television talked about today in 

many places touched on the academic subject of Japanese language. I can’t really 

explain the similarities, but I felt the subjects were extremely close.”

	 Making a plan is a manifestation of the knowledge of structure. Structure is the 

act of moving from intent to expression, and as such, it is very closely related to 

language. It is no coincidence that media literacy is included in English language 

courses in Canada. It is because the subject takes on this relationship between 

expression and intent. Although this course was conducted during a period of 

integrated learning, it was overseen by a Japanese-language teacher. The subjects 

of intent and structure cannot be separated from media literacy. Realizing this link 

between types of knowledge is vital.

Learning at the Video Shooting Stage

Student C: “A cameraman must place great importance on each shot, anticipating 

the various edits that will be made, so that all the images he or she shoots will be 

usable.”

	 Many other students also observed that video footage does not just occur randomly 

but is conducted through simulating the intentions of structure and editing and 

observed the interaction between practical video techniques and intent.



Student D: “I think whether the person making the video can express to the viewer 

what he or she wants to express depends greatly on the images used.”

	 As a visual medium, a television message cannot be structured without visual expres-

sion. Various efforts can be made to express formless things such as feelings and 

abstract concepts, but the message delivered by the image depends greatly on the 

means chosen. Many students realized this as they pondered how to visually express 

parts of their plan that did not easily lend themselves to images.

Learning at the Editing Stage

Student E: “If we show the decision on what to purchase before the purchasing scene, 

it will be easier for the viewers to understand what is actually going on in the scene.”

	 By simulating the editing process together with editing professionals, students 

learned how ways of arranging images chosen in editing can affect the meaning 

of a piece. Since they used a nonlinear editing system, they were able to rearrange 

images on the spot, to see immediately how the appearance of the video changed.

Student F: “I really understood how the way of using images can have a giant effect 

on the viewer. The same image may be understood in many different ways, depend-

ing on how it is used.”

	 In arranging video images, the students realized that changing the arrangement can 

send a very different message. They seem to have really felt the large impact of edit-

ing on the viewers of television, which they had watched everyday without thinking 

much about it.

Awareness of Media Studies

Student G: “If we conduct all our interviews in the same place, it will make viewers suspi-

176



cious when the program is broadcast (manipulation?).”

	 Since the program they were making would be viewed by tens of thousands of people, the 

students were forced to realize their responsibility as creators. A reversal took place, where 

students, who had previously been viewers, now saw things from the point of view of the 

broadcasters. In this way, students saw media manipulation not as other peoples’ problem 

but as a topic thrust upon their own activities. They were forced to consider the problems 

of visual structure and manipulation.

Creating a Media Biotope: Future Topics and Prospects

The projects conducted in Nagano and Aichi in the 2001 academic year developed further in 

the 2002 academic year. In addition, in Miyagi and Fukuoka, a new pilot study advanced, not 

through the schools but through relationships with local children and NPOs. Although we do not 

have room to discuss these in detail here, the MELL Project is currently receiving a great number 

of requests to continue these types of activities, not only from commercial broadcasters but also 

from public broadcaster NHK, from local cable television providers, and from other media orga-

nizations, as well as from schools and social education institutions nationwide.

The success of the NAB Project was in providing a strong feel for the possibilities of media lit-

eracy studies conducted in cooperation between media creators and educational organizations. 

However, at the same time many issues remain. Here we will look at three of these issues, and 

provide an indication of the future directions of our projects.

Repeating the Expression-Reception Loop

In this year’s projects in both Nagano and Aichi, due to time constraints we were able to look 

at only the expression stage of the expression-reception loop. From the expression stage alone, 

students were able to learn many of the basic concepts of media literacy such as the fact that 

the media constructs its own messages. However, this is not enough. The final discussion was 

prototypical of the reception stage. We decided that we would like to try a richer, deeper project 

interweaving critical thinking and active expression, by consciously introducing more time for dis-
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cussion and self-examination with regard to creative works — repeating the expression-reception 

loop many times.

Connecting with Journalism Education

The NAB Project aimed to enable learning on both the school and broadcaster sides. However, in 

this year’s projects learning on the broadcaster’s side was not systematic. It relied on the sensitivity 

and awareness of broadcaster staff.

However, for this kind of project to have a lasting impact, systems must be developed for both 

sides. Since the project is systematic on the school’s side as an educational project, we would like 

to create the same kind of system for the broadcaster’s side as well.

An affiliated project connected with the MELL Project is the J-Workshop, a journalism education 

program. We would like to examine what is required to incorporate the know-how from this affili-

ated project into further refining and systematizing learning on the broadcasters’ side.

Increasing the Diversity of the Media and Education Organizations

The experiments conducted in the 2001 academic year were conducted by cooperation between 

local television stations and schools. However, this is not the only possible combination of media 

and education organizations. Beginning in the next academic year, we plan to increase the diver-

sity of these arrangements by including social education institutions such as media centers as 

candidates, considering radio stations as media partners in addition to television, and other means. 

Over the long term, publishers, newspapers, and Internet media concerns in addition to broadcast 

media will likely join the ranks of candidates, and the candidates for educational members should 

include educational NPOs and other organizations.

The ideal goal for the NAB Project is construction of a type of media biotope, redefining the cur-

rently divided groups of media creators and receivers into media practitioners and media expressers 

who live together in a diverse culture, and connecting these groups in a cycle. A biotope is a small, 

man-made ecosystem. Learning media literacy is one of the cyclical principles of this media biotope.

R E F E R E N C E S
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“What do you think the future of media education will be like?” they asked. I suppose the 

unspoken part of the question, since this is a U.S. publication, would be that it applied to media 

education in the USA. Much of the work I do in media education is done now in the context 

of the International Baccalaureate Organization (IBO), and many of the media educators I meet 

are from countries outside North America. The issues in media education that they raise are not 

always the same ones that dominate discussion in the USA. 

For instance, I have rarely heard a media educator from Europe, New Zealand, Australia, South 

Asia or Africa ask a media education question based on assumptions of what US media educators 

refer to as “effects” or “prevention,” other than a question based in disbelief, such as, “Do the 

Americans really . . .?” The closest these media educators might come to asking an effects-based 

question might be one like: “What are you doing in your country to make sure that students get 

to study their own culture and cultures of countries other than the USA in their media courses?” 

One answer can be found in the requirement in the new IBO Film course, that students must 

study films (and TV) from cultures other than their own, and must perform work in which they 

treat films (and TV) from more than one culture. 



So, let me sing the same old song about media education that has been sung so many times before. 

Using media education exclusively or even principally as a vehicle or behavior-modifying instru-

ment for some other set of purposes, such as:

• Health concerns like drug, tobacco and alcohol use, body image

• Social concerns like violence and gun crimes 

• Moral concerns such as teen sexuality

• Ideological concerns such as the influence of commercial interests

• Political concerns such as nationalism or patriotism

• Elitist concerns such as “good taste” vs. “bad taste”

is a forlorn enterprise, an educational blind alley. 

If media education is seen exclusively – or even principally – as an instrument to cure things that are 

seen as being wrong with today’s media or with today’s students, or with today’s society, it won’t 

work. And when it is seen not to be working, it will fail as a subject in the curriculum. At the very 

least, the research funds will dry up, media education will get itself a bad reputation, and many of 

the individuals who led the way down this path will disappear in pursuit of the departing funds. 

However, if media education in the future does not include aspects of all the items in the list above 

(plus a few others of equal importance) as incidental rather than primary components of media 

study, then it, too, is likely to fail. It’s a wicked path that media educators tread. They can’t take 

on board all the responsibility of keeping kids off drugs, booze, violence and sex, but they can’t 

hide their heads either and pretend that the media aren’t involved in setting trends that might be 

one influence in social mores. The treacherous ground between these two extreme stances is the 

important territory of media education for the future. 

The problem with instrumental approaches to media education is that they are subject to students’ 

crap detectors. Students quickly see through their aims and decide either to play the game for 

marks, or for laughs - maybe both. Puritanism, censorship and prohibition have been common 

but unsuccessful ways of trying to handle social problems. The media need to be studied because 

they form a large part of the culture we live in, and we need to understand our culture as much as 

we need to understand our history or our atmosphere. The imperative, though, is one of human 

and cultural understanding rather than of medical or social fixing.
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People who have been teaching media for some time have already learned that bashing teenage 

tastes and behaviour just doesn’t work. Teens will render unto us what is due to us on the tests 

and exams and go on smilingly making their own decisions regardless of the social engineering 

we have tried to build into our programs. Put more bluntly, the kids will cheerfully manufacture 

test results for us showing we are succeeding in changing their attitudes and behaviour, without 

actually changing their attitudes and behaviour. If you want to see where social engineering can 

lead, consider Orwell’s 1984, or Burgess’ (Kubrick) A Clockwork Orange.

The Brits, the Anzacs and the Europeans tried all this a while ago and found that it didn’t work. 

This piece of news is most remarkable for the consistency with which it has been rejected in the 

shaping of US approaches to media education, sometimes with accompanying invitations for the 

messenger to make an involuntary journey. 

Media education courses of the future need to have as their chief objective: “to make students 

autonomous in their understanding and consumption of the media.” More – this autonomy must 

be one that the students have constructed for themselves, out of understandings they have gained 

from the courses we offer. If social and health advantages follow from this, so much the better. 

They can be bonuses, attributable to wisdom rather than conditioning. Attempting to lead all 

students to some “standard” autonomy or the same set of conclusions about the media is futile. 

Human individuality is bound to intervene, heaven be praised! We can try to produce the tem-

plate media student, with textbook-learning, “rigorous and sequential curriculum” and “frequent 

testing”. But that is just playing the game of going to school and generating test results to put in 

the newspaper. It’s scarcely education at all - just schooling. 

Nevertheless, my sad prediction is that this is the direction that a major portion of US (and 

Canadian) media education will take. It will be the direction of minutely prescribed behavioral 

standards, picayunely assessed by state testing systems whose chief objectives are related to com-

paring test results from one site to another, without much care for where the best teaching and 

learning is taking place. Furthermore, these tests, being of the machine-markable variety, will con-

vince good teachers that the progressive teaching approaches they actually believe in and would pre-

fer to practice are not the ones encouraged by those who wield all the political power in education. 

The result will be for media education to become an ossified school “subject” like all the others. 
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Another fear I have is that media education in the USA (but not in Canada) is already breaking 

into factions similar to the ones that emerged from the International Reading Association in the 

1970s and 1980s. US education seems to be always riven by political forces that push unwanted 

choices on unwilling teachers. The choices seem always to be “either/or” rather than “both/and”. 

And the careers of powerful people always seem to hang on which choice comes out on top. It’s 

either phonics or whole language, grammar or creative writing. Don’t ask why, just do it. And be 

accountable for the results. 

Education looks for panaceas - the simpler the better. Complexity is taboo. It can be frustratingly 

anti-intellectual. Prevention and effects approaches to media education are alarmingly close to 

the panacea approach, and panaceas always fail. The media education that follows the modern 

fashion of regimentation through standards and testing regimes in which everyone marches in step 

towards a preordained conclusion will eventually collapse under its own weight or suffocate - it 

does not matter which.

Good teachers, I predict, will abandon media education in search of the next curriculum vehicle 

to promise a chance of practicing enlightened pedagogy. Check with the ones who are in media 

education now to count how many came from drama, creative writing, and language arts after 

those subject areas became systematized beyond endurance. You can’t keep good teachers down, 

but you can chase them out of your subject.

So the best future hope for media education, it seems to me, is for it to flee from the traps of 

instrumentalism and behaviorism and to stake out its territory in the realms of student autonomy, 

progressive pedagogy, authentic assessment and cultural studies. Wish yourself luck!



9 780974 204307

90000>
ISBN 0-9742043-0-7


