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Introduction

I t is an exciting time to be a teacher. For only the second time in human 

history, the very nature of what it means to be literate is shifting, and that 

shift is being played out in schools and libraries across the world.

The first shift, ignited by the invention of the printing press, was about 

who should be literate. The new capacity for mass production challenged 

the idea of literacy as the province of a select elite and revealed the power 

that the ability to read and write gave to those who possessed it. That rev-

elation was so compelling that Church officials persecuted printers, fear-

ing that their authority would be undermined if everyone could read (and 

interpret) the Bible for themselves. Eventually, such resistance gave way to 

the requirements of democracy, which made clear that if the power to gov-

ern was to transfer from monarchs to an educated electorate, then virtually 

everyone needed to be literate.

Today we are witnessing a second historical shift. Instead of raising 

questions about who should be literate, it requires us to ask, “What does it 
mean to be literate?” Like the first shift, the second has been prompted 

by changes in technology. Widespread availability of digital and interac-

tive communication technologies provides access to nearly unlimited 

information and global audiences. This has irrevocably altered the very 

nature of education and the basic skills needed to function as an informed 

citizen, productive worker, effective parent and lifelong learner. This 

book is about what it means to be literate in today’s complicated media 

environment and how teachers can use media literacy education to 

engage students and prepare them to thrive in the ever-shifting terrain of 

the digital world.

In architecture, triangles make very strong structures. So it is with our 

approach to media literacy education, which rests on a three-sided founda-

tion: it is literacy based, inquiry based and curriculum driven. We advo-

cate for this approach to media literacy education because we believe that 

it has unparalleled potential to meet the most pressing needs in our 

schools while also preparing students for their most essential roles in a 

democratic society.
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EXPANDING TRADITIONAL LITERACY

Today, even “traditional” print sources, such as textbooks and newspapers, 

routinely mesh text, images and sometimes sound. In this environment, literacy 

skills that are limited to decoding, analysing and writing in print aren’t enough 

to earn a student the full benefits of being literate.

Neither is doing the same old things with high-tech innovations. Like influ-

ential educational philosopher Paulo Freire, we think of literacy as the broad set 

of skills and habits that enable one to engage thoughtfully with the community 

and the world (see, for example, Freire, 1973; Freire & Macedo, 1987). So media 

literacy isn’t about automatically championing new technologies; rather, it is a 

way to help students who live in a technology-dependent world regain the 

power that traditional literacy once enabled.

The realities of participatory digital culture mean that every student needs 

to develop higher-order thinking skills. It isn’t just a workforce preparation 

issue. Without the ability to think critically, evaluate and synthesise the infor-

mation they access, solve problems both independently and collaboratively, 

and communicate their understanding effectively to others, students will 

quickly be overwhelmed. And without reflection, students have the power of 

new media technologies in their hands without the ethical grounding to use 

them well and wisely.

For us, this new reality is why the questions “What does it mean to be liter-

ate?” and “How can those literacy skills be developed?” form the core of media 

literacy pedagogy. The resulting approach is deeply grounded in critical think-

ing and established literacy practice; it expands conventional routines to 

accommodate a wider range of content and formats, but does not seek to 

replace traditional literacy or pit print against screens in a misguided and futile 

competition.

A literacy framework allows us to step outside a “media as the problem” 

paradigm without sacrificing the sceptical eye that we want students to bring to 

the media they encounter. It enables us to value students’ existing knowledge, 

skills and talents while challenging them to take responsibility for their own 

learning and develop evermore sophisticated “filters”.

BEYOND ADVERTISING AND PROTECTION

Those who think of media literacy education as primarily about teaching stu-

dents to analyse advertising or to protect themselves from the (presumed) 

harmful effects of playing video games, going online or watching TV and mov-

ies will find something different here. To borrow from an iconic marketing 

phrase – this is not your father’s media literacy.1

Some concerns about harmful media influences certainly have merit, but 

they are not a viable foundation for literacy-based media literacy education in 

schools. It does not make pedagogical sense to approach education from the 

perspective of protecting children from harmful content; educators don’t teach 

children to read in order to protect them from bad books, and though we recall 

days of junior library cards and areas that kept adult materials away from chil-
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dren, we have never encountered a teacher who taught lessons about “book 

safety”. Those types of protectionist strategies cannot work to make students 

skilled readers of books, and they will not produce skilled readers of other 

media.

In fact, approaching media literacy education with the primary goal of 

inoculating children against harmful media content is incompatible with the 

constructivist pedagogies that are at the core of this book. As author James 

Baldwin put it, “The purpose of education, finally, is to create in a person the 

ability to look at the world for himself, to make his own decisions …” (1998, 

p.  678). Educators cannot tell students what to think about media and teach 

them to think for themselves at the same time. Moreover, doing so risks alienat-

ing students, turning them into cynics every time broad indictments of media 

contradict their own experience.

More recently, master teacher and author of Never Work Harder Than Your 
Students & Other Principles of Great Teaching, Robyn Jackson, noted, 

Constructivist theory argues that meaningful learning happens when 

students try to make sense out of the world by filtering new informa-

tion through their own existing knowledge, concepts, rules, hypothe-

ses, and associations from personal experiences. Our job is to help our 

students find their own voices and develop their own understanding of 

the subject matter. (2009, p. 174)

As constructivist educators, we heartily agree. Children are more engaged and 

more likely to remember what they have learned when they grapple with mate-

rial and figure out things for themselves than when they are simply told what 

media mean or what the effects of particular media are.

Media literacy education embraces constructivist pedagogy because it pro-

vides the necessary foundation for authentic inquiry in a way that drill and 

practice, strictly scripted curricula or didactic instruction cannot. The resulting 

teaching methods have a substantial track record of engaging all kinds of stu-

dents, placing the acquisition of basic skills and knowledge – as well as higher-

order thinking skills – firmly within their grasp.

A CURRICULUM-DRIVEN APPROACH

Ours is a broad vision, and we are fully aware of the practical concerns about 

how to implement media literacy education in classrooms already pressed for 

time and resources. That is why we take a curriculum-driven approach in 

which media literacy is integrated into existing core content.

Pioneered by Project Look Sharp, this approach asks teachers to identify 

places in their own curriculum where media literacy methods could improve 

instruction, student engagement and/or student performance and then develop 

customised lessons that address those needs. Because these activities combine 

media literacy skills with core content, effective use of instructional time is 

maximised, and in many cases lessons take up no more class time than before 

media literacy was introduced.
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KEY QUESTIONS TO ASK WHEN ANALYSING MEDIA MESSAGES

AUDIENCE & 
AUTHORSHIP

AUTHORSHIP Who made this message?

PURPOSE Why was this made?

Who is the target audience (and how do 

you know)?

ECONOMICS Who paid for this?

IMPACT Who might benefit from this message?

Who might be harmed by it?

Why might this message matter to me?

RESPONSE What kinds of actions might I take in 

response to this message?

MESSAGES &
MEANINGS

CONTENT What is this about (and what makes you 

think that)?

What ideas, values, information and/or 

points of view are overt? Implied?

What is left out of this message that might 

be important to know?

TECHNIQUES What techniques are used?

Why were those techniques used?

How do they communicate the message?

INTERPRETATIONS How might different people understand this 

message differently?

What is my interpretation of this and what 

do I learn about myself from my reaction or 

interpretation?

REPRESENTATIONS 
& REALITY

CONTEXT When was this made?

Where or how was it shared with the 

public?

CREDIBILITY Is this fact, opinion or something else?

How credible is this (and what makes you 

think that)?

What are the sources of the information, 

ideas or assertions?

Table 3.1   Key Questions to Ask When Analysing Media Messages

Source: US National Association for Media Literacy Education (NAMLE), Core Principles of Media Literacy Education in the United 
States (2007), http://www.namle.net/core-principles/
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Authorship CP1.1a 

•  Knowing who created a media message is often the first step in understanding 

purpose and determining credibility.

•  There is frequently more than one answer to questions about Authorship. 

Naming the people (at least by job title) who produce things like news 

reports, films or games can help students learn about what it takes to create 

different types of media, and serve as a reminder that members of the same 

team may have different (and even conflicting) purposes for making a 

particular media message.

•  Authorship questions are also especially important in an online world where 

anonymity is common. Even when there is no way to determine exactly who 

created an online message, asking about Authorship can remind students of 

the array of possible answers. Rather than accepting anonymous postings at 

face value, they will at least wonder why a person or group might want to 

remain anonymous. An initial question about Authorship could lead to a 

deep discussion about when it is ethical or unethical to share media messages 

anonymously.

Purpose  CP1.1c 

•  Questions about Purpose are often asked in conjunction with questions about 

Authorship. To encourage critical thinking, we want students to understand 

that human beings are complex and often act from multiple, even conflicting, 

motives. So the goal of the question isn’t to find a single answer but to 

identify many possibilities and then use what students know about purpose 

to judge credibility and value. At the same time, strong-sense critical thinking 

would lead us to avoid using Purpose questions to deem material automatically 

as being without merit (e.g. “Is this is trying to sell me something? If so, I can 

dismiss everything it says without evaluating the specific claims it makes.”). 
CP1.3, 4.12 

•  Considering the target audience for a message often helps to reveal a media 

maker’s intentions. Furthermore, noticing the production choices that are 

made in order to appeal to particular audiences can help students become 

aware of cultural assumptions and stereotypes and, when appropriate, 

challenge them. For example, a student who concludes that girls are the target 

audience for a particular toy because the box is pink would be correct, but 

high-quality media literacy would extend the analysis to help students 

understand that the link between colour and gender isn’t natural and may 

limit their ability to make independent choices by pressuring them to conform 

to an imposed standard. So follow-up questions might probe whether it’s true 

that only girls like pink, why in Australia pink is typically associated with 

girls and whether that is true in the rest of the world, and why marketers 

might repeat something that reinforces gender stereotypes. For more on how 

target audience questions can be used to explore stereotypes, see the “White 

Towel” lesson plan in Chapter 7.
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 • Media trends may not reflect the habits of your specific students; it 

would be more informative to ask your students about what media they 

use and how they use them. Even better, assigning students to investi-

gate and report on their peers’ media use provides excellent opportuni-

ties to exercise maths, research, recording, writing, speaking, listening 

and even ethical decision-making skills.

On the occasions when reports about media-use statistics fit into a curriculum-

based lesson, you would certainly want to apply media literacy analysis skills 

to the headlines and the research. Who developed this number and why? Using 

what research methods? Were those methods valid? Does the number make 

sense?14

Inquiry-Based Online Safety Education

The need for schools to address cyberbullying and other online safety issues provides an interesting 

opportunity to explore why the way in which one teaches is as important as what one teaches. 

Because they concern media, Internet safety initiatives are often included under the banner of 

media literacy education, but more often than not they use protectionist rather than inquiry-based 

approaches. This does not have to be the case. We suggest that if the goal is to have students 

implement safety strategies when adults aren’t around, then online safety education should be 

taught in constructivist ways that emphasise critical inquiry.

The Concerns

There are valid reasons for a certain degree of anxiety around online safety, and schools have a 

responsibility to help students deal with the negative possibilities of using the Internet or wireless 

communication devices. Typical concerns fall into three areas:

1. Students may encounter or participate in creating material that can have negative conse-

quences (e.g. revealing salacious images or private information that could be used by preda-

tors, marketers, prospective employers or admissions officers, or encountering websites or 

posts that incite hate, encourage dangerous health practices, attempt to defraud or reveal 

developmentally inappropriate content).

2. Students may engage in or become the target of cyberbullying.

3. Students may download malicious material (malware), which can compromise network secu-

rity and/or damage their own and others’ computer systems.

Ineffective Practices

Sometimes fear that students will be harmed clouds the judgment of parents and educational 

leaders, leading them to throw sound educational practice out the window. Even people who 

(Continued)

FEATURED EXAMPLE
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Figure 6.3   Counter-ads

Examples of student-created counter-ads created in a university media literacy course. Students were 
also asked to describe in detail the original message and how it was conveyed, what they did to alter the 
message and what their new message conveyed.

Original messages and counter-ad creators:

 a) Illustration for magazine article on makeup brands (Dan Jones)
 b)  Can you really find satisfying taste at lower tar? You know it – you’ve got Merit. (Ross Orenstein)
 c) Ever see a grown man cry? (Kristin Lucy)
 d) Cash – lots and lots of cash; get a start on your story today (Morgan Ehlers)

How did the students’ alterations change the message of each advertisement?

Source: Created by students from Ithaca College in a course on media literacy and popular culture taught by professor Cyndy 

Scheibe.
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