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Watching media literacy in the United States over the last several years has been a bit like watching an old home being renovated by committee.  There are significant debates about what needs changing and what needs to be preserved, which pieces of the foundation are solid and which need help, and what specific kinds of innovations will make the existing space useful long into the future.  Where disagreements have reached an impasse it is because the committee doesn’t agree on what kind of house they are constructing or who should live there.  

Those who are advocating for the most change are those who are most interested in making available universal media literacy education, primarily by integrating media literacy into every classroom in the U.S. as part of the standard curriculum.  This brief reflection looks at why traditional media literacy needed renovation in order to address that task.  


In the United States, media literacy has often been more about “media” than about “literacy.”  Researchers have focused on media effects, theoreticians have engaged in cultural criticism, and the few educators who looked to that scholarship as a guide generally saw it as their job to disseminate information about the potential or actual dangers of media.  Predictably, that version of media literacy never succeeded in winning broad acceptance in U.S. classrooms, not because it did not provide valuable information or insight, but rather because, pedagogically speaking, its approach was fatally flawed.   

The most serious disconnect came from researchers or media analysts who, because they believed that media caused harm, suggested that responsible adults keep children away from media.  Hence initiatives like TV Turnoff Week.  This kind of change in behavior might make sense in a medical model, but it makes no sense in an educational model.  Educators know that we can’t make a person print literate by keeping them away from books.  Likewise, you can’t make a person media literate by keeping them away from media.   

In addition, when educators limit instruction to reporting the conclusions of researchers or media analysts who suggest that audiences are being manipulated by media, students often become cynical instead of skeptical.  This is the natural result from an educational approach that does not provide students with any sense of agency.  

Effective media literacy education cannot be credible and also ignore the impact of media (both positive and negative).  In today’s world, that especially means being cognizant of the powerful commercial interests at work behind much of the media to which we have access.  To be effective, however, media literacy education must integrate any consideration of media impact into a sound pedagogical approach.    


What the leading educational “renovators” have suggested is that media literacy is, above all else, about teaching students to think critically.   In their design, media literacy is a skill set encompassing the abilities to analyze, access, and produce media for oneself.  So, no matter how interesting or compelling it is to read the analysis of others, teaching that limits itself to the presentation of a set of conclusions, rather than also teaching how to use questions or skills to reach those conclusions, undermines the essence of the discipline.  

So, for example, simply telling students what an ad (or film or music video or whatever) means might peak people’s interest and even provide new insight, but it does not provide skills.  Therefore, such presentations cannot suffice as an adequate model for media literacy education.  In addition, once we provide students with the tools to think for themselves, we must allow them the chance to do just that.  In media literacy, because people always interpret what they see, hear, and read through the lens of their own experience, we also must allow for the distinct possibility that students, when provided with the skills to analyze for themselves, will come to conclusions that differ from our own.  As Canadian education Chris Worsnop has summarized recently on a media literacy listserv, 

“Good media education courses do not focus on propagandizing students into a single way of thinking.  They provide students with a broad range of critical and analytical skills to help them make their own choices and decisions about the ideological and political messages surrounding them in 21st century culture…Media education teachers focus on respecting students’ choices and decisions regardless of their orientation, provided those choices and decisions are well formed and properly supported.”

At its best, media literacy education is non-partisan.


As media literacy education shifts to an emphasis on “literacy”, it is beginning to more closely resemble an academic field than a movement.  Sometime in the next decade I imagine that we will begin to see the creation of Departments (or at least program minors) of Media Literacy Studies.  Envisioning what that Department might look like makes clear the extraordinarily interdisciplinary nature of media literacy.  To be comprehensive, the faculty would have to include specialists focused on research, practice, and theory with expertise in health issues, K-12 education and pedagogy, political and business analysis, media effects, cultural criticism, production, visual literacy, art, ethics, journalism, and more.    

Within the field, there will be conferences for specialists with similar interests, as well as AMLA’s National Media Education Conference, where people can talk across disciplines.  And, as a field (unlike a movement with particular public policy goals) there would never be an end to the inquiry or refinement of practice.


A field has two other important implications for educators.  First, teachers will need training to teach it.  Too often those who oppose media technologies in the classroom lament that teachers use TV as babysitter or computers as a reward.  But few administrators or education schools have ever provided pre- or in-service training that would help teachers learn to do anything else.  So the withholding of training becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy for the failure of technology to improve instruction.  Learning to use media effectively is not difficult, but neither is it self-evident.  Educators will need the time and training to integrate media and media literacy into what they do, or they will continue to use media the way they generally use it at home, i.e., for entertainment.  


The second implication of labeling media literacy as a “field” is that no single educator will be able to teach it all.  There has been a tendency to point out what people were not including, and then, because of the deficits, declare that they were not doing media literacy.  Instead, we need to say that they may not be doing comprehensive media literacy.  

No one comprehensively teaches a subject.  The elementary school teacher who teaches children to read print is not also expected to teach students to analyze Shakespeare’s sonnets.  And no student learns an entire subject by taking a single course.  The student who takes Biology 101 will not be prepared to make medical diagnoses.  To produce a media literate citizenry, media literacy education will have to be included across the curriculum and at all grade levels, including higher education, with each educator doing an appropriate piece, and each piece being valued for its contribution to the ultimate goal.  

In a field, people are expected to retain their individual approaches, yet still come together in the effort to advance the discipline.  A field includes and values all of us, no matter what pieces of the puzzle we add.  And a skill-based approach provides us with a way to connect across disciplines.  

This is not a call to abandon media effects research or cultural criticism.  To the contrary, we need to expand, not constrict, the research agenda.  In particular, we need to help educators improve practice by investigating the efficacy of different kinds of media literacy education.  There is however, a clear message for researchers: Connect research to practice.  Where research findings are accompanied by recommendations for action, the action needs to make pedagogical sense.  In order to do that, researchers will need to develop models that account for things like real-world repetitive viewing and listening patterns, rather than single exposure.  In addition, they will need to consider how a media literate subject might respond differently than a person with no or limited media literacy skills before declaring that the power is in the medium rather than a combination of media and audience.  

As we continue to renovate, what is emerging is that where once stood a single-family home, there is now an apartment building accommodating many professions and perspectives.  Different people are using different labels.  This article uses the term media literacy.  Library media specialists are calling it information literacy.  Computer scientists are calling it technology literacy.  Critics are calling it cultural literacy or critical literacy.   But make no mistake – we are all touching part of the same proverbial elephant.  And the more that each of us can listen to the others, the more our own work will be improved.

AMLA

Recognizing that, as communication technologies transform society they impact our understanding of ourselves, our communities, and our diverse cultures, the Alliance for a Media Literate America (AMLA) was founded in 2001 to improve and expand the practice of media literacy education in the United States.  AMLA is a national, grassroots, nonprofit membership organization dedicated to helping all people gain the skills they need to critically analyze and create messages using the wide variety of technological tools now available in and out of school.   

The AMLA convenes the biennial National Media Education Conference – the nation’s largest gathering of media literacy practitioners and advocates – and provides ongoing national leadership, advocacy, networking, and information exchange.  The organization believes that media literacy provides the skills of critical inquiry, learning, and skill-building needed to competently interpret, analyze, and create messages – essential for engaged and healthy citizenship in a 21st century digital democracy.


You can find out more or join AMLA at: www.AMLAinfo.org.

