The Media Education Revolution

Len Masterman

Abstract: This paper outlines some of the major principles of media education as it
is practised throughout the world today and discusses some of Its most Important
implications. It attempts toshow how current practice has evolved out of earlier, less
satisfactory paradigms of media education, and provides a brief critique of these
paradigms. Finally the paper suggests some points for future growth In the subject.

Resume: Dans cet article, nous voulons soullgner quelques princlpes importants,
appliques aujourd’hui partout dans le monde, dans le domaine de I'etude des
medlas. Nous discuterons egalement de quelques unes deses implications les plus
Importantes. Nous tenterons de demontrer comment les pratiques actuelles ont
evolue a partlr des paradigmes plus ou molns satisfalsants dont nous ferons une
breve critique. FInalement nous apportons quelgues suggestions quant al'evolution
de l'etude des medlas.

This article has a smple agenda. It will attempt to describe the major
principles of media education as it has devdoped across the world in the past
decade, culminatinginthepublication of theinvaluableMediaL iteracy Resource
GuideinOntarioin 1989.1will try todemonstratehow thoseprinci plesdeve oped
out of eexlier, lessstisfactory, attemptstoteach aboutthemedia. Andl1 will try
to suggest somewaysforward for the 1990s My smpleagenda, then, hasthree
parts Wherearewetoday? How didweget there? Wheremight wegofromhere?

In order to provide a specific focus to this synoptic account | shdl try and
outlinethedifferent answersthat have been given in different historical periods
tothat most fundamental of questions, "Why should webother to study or teach
about the media at dl? What is it, as teachers, that we are trying to achieve?
Mediateachers, have, inthe past, given threedifferent answersto that question
and those different answers (and the practices that followed from them) form the
three great historical paradigms of media education.

Theearliest answer tothequestion: Why study themedia?ran somethinglike
this. "Themassmediaareredly likeakind of diseeseagainst whichchildren need
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to be protected. What the media infect is the culture as awhole. The common

cultureiscontaminated by the medialscommercial motivations, their manipula-
tionand exploitation of their audiences, their corruption of language and their
offering of essy, low-leve gpped sandsatisfactions'. What makesthemediasuch
aproblemon thisandysisisthefact that they produce acounterfeit culturewhich
isadirect threat togenuineculture, andtoauthenticcultural vaues. Crucialy,

thisisanaudienceproblem. Itisnotsimplythat popular cultureandhighculture
cannot somehow co-exist. Clearly, at oneleve, they can. The threat comes
through the corruption of theaudience. Thefuture of seriousliterature, Queenie
Leavisarguedin 1932, i nher bookFiction and theReadingPublic, wasabsolutely
dependent upontheconti nuedexistenceof aseriousliteratereadershiptosustain
it. Andcontemporary newspapers, magazi nes, andadvertisementswereactively
destroying that serious reading public. The media demanded, and therefore
produced, shorter attention gpans and an appetitefor the sensational expressed

indick, smartandsuperficial language. Thiscongtitutedanattack uponthevery
foundations of serious reading and indeed serious engagement with any art form.

Itissalutary to remember that theseargumentswerebeingfully articulated
inthepre-tdevison era. They werearegponseprimarily to changeswhich had
taken placeinthe economicsof newspaper productioninthelate 19th century.
When advertising revenue rather than readers payments formed the bas's of
newspaper finance, there were corresponding changes in the content and form of
newspapers. Storiesbecameshorterandmorefragmented. Headlineswereused
toattractattention, andtherewaslessemphas suponinformationwithinstories,
and moreupon thehuman interest element. 1nshort, with themovement towards
financingprimarily by advertising, themodernpresswasborn. Essentialy now
newspapers made their profits not through the production of news, but through
the production of audiences, and all of the techniques | have described were
designed precisdly to hook and hold audience attention, to create the audience
commodity.

If themediawereadefinitekind of cultural diseese, then mediaeducation
was designed to provide protection against it. Mediaeducation wasan education
againg themedia, and contrasted themani pul ativenatureof themediawiththe
timedessvaluesof real culture, asembodied supremelyinliterature. That earliest
paradigm issometimes known astheinoculative paradigm. You dlow alittle
mediamaterial into the dassroom only in order to inocul ate the student more
effectively againg it.  On thewhole, mediateacherstoday represent apowerful
lobby againg that way of thinking about themedia. But itisgtill probably the
way inwhich most other teachers continuetothink about themedia. Andyouwill
gill sseremnantsof that oldinocul ativeview withinthemost progressvemedia
education practice. For example, teaching about advertisng is sill dmost
universally teaching againgt advertising, rather than an attempt to develop an
understanding of theroleand function of modern advertising agencies.

What effectively put an end to the dominance (though not the existence) of the
inocul ativeparadigmwasthearrival inschoolsintheearly 1960sof ageneration
of young teachers whose intellectual formation owed every bit as much to the
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influence of popular culture, and particularly films, as it did to print-based
culture. Such teachers were apt to argue that the films of directors such as
Bergman, Renoir, Bunuel, Fdlini and in particular the French New Wave
directors actually had as much intellectual energy and mora seriousness as

anythingthat was be ngproduced within European or American literature. They

produced anew answer to the question: Why study themedia? It wasto enable
students to discriminate not against the media but within them. To tel the

difference, that is between the good and the bad film, the authentic and the
shoddy tdevision programme, work within popular culture of someintegrity and
work which was merdly commercia and exploitative.

This was the Popular Arts paradigm — the idea that popular culture was
every bit as capable of producing authentic works of art as high culture. It gave
Media Education a new agendaand a renewed energy in the 1960s but by the
mid-1970s dmost al of that energy had been disspated. There were three
principa ressons, | think, why the Popular Arts paradigm failed to produce an
adequate foundeation for effective mediateaching.

1) Firstofall,mediaeducationwasstillessentiallyprotectionist. Itwasstill
asomewhat paternalistic exercisein improving students tastes. It was
still based on avery negative view of the media preferences of the vast
maj ority of students, and wasawayslikely toberessted by themforthis
very reason.

2) Secondly it remained an evaluative paradigm, which was severdy
disabled by thefact that therewerenowidely agreed standardsor criteria
availablefor evaluatingthe media. Mediateachersfound themsalveson
very uncertain territory when they wanted to demonstrate precisaly why
this newspaper or tdevison programme or piece of popular music was
superior tothat one. Therewasdso adangeroustendency for goodtobe
eguated with middle-class, and bad with working-classtagtes. Thekind
of mediamaterial which teacherstended to like - European filmsshown
infilm sodieties, televison documentaries, and serious newspapers - was
self-evidently good. Hollywood movies, tabloid newspapers, and televi-
son game shows - the kind of materia liked by students - were bad.

3) Thirdly, it was not Smply a question of the practica difficulties of
discriminating between the good and the bad in the media. Therewere
major doubts about the very appropriateness of applying aesthetic
criteriaat dl toavast rangeof mediaoutput. Wastherereally any point
in trying to discriminate, for example, between good and bad news
bulletins, adverti sements, sportsprogrammesor weather forecasts? The
Popular Arts movement was, essentidly, a way of legitimisng film
studies. It privileged film, within the study of the media, as the one
popular form with unchallengable claims to have produced works of
authentic merit. But it provided adistinctly limited way of illuminating
themediaasawhole. Andbythe 1970sit wasbecomingcrysta clear that
any media education that wasto have any relevance et all for students
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had to give some pre-eminence not so much to film, which was actualy
somewhat marginal to the experience of most students, but to televison
which was much more centrd to their experience.

Itwasclear, then, by themid-1970sthat the Popul ar Artsparadigm, asaway
of making sense of al of the media, was exhausted. No other coherent way of
thinking about themediaasawhol ehadyet emerged, however. Mostof the 1970s
arebest characterised asaperiod of fragmentation of thesubject. A typical media
sudiescourseof thetime, for example, might have conssted of aterm'swork on
film, aterm on televison, some work on advertisng, alittle time on popular
music, and 0 on, with teachersand studentsbringing to bear upon eech of these
aress, gpproaches and questions which tended to be topic-specific and to have
littleincommonwith oneanother. Theideathat theremight beover-archingkey
concepts, or a particular mode of inquiry which could integrate and unite the
different parts of the subject had not yet arrived. It was, asyet, difficult to think
of mediastudies as a coherent and disciplined area of study at all.

Sowly, however, during the late 1970s media teachers began to make
connections between their own down-to-earth classroom concernsand thedrift of
a number of structurdist idess, particularly in the areas of semiotics and
ideology. Very briefly, semiotics made two major contributions to media educa
tion:

1) Itexplodedthemediasown view of themsalvesaswindowsontheworld,

or unproblematic mirrors or reflectors of external redlity. The media,
rather, were actively produced, their messages encoded. Themedia, in
other words, mediated. They were sgn-syssems which needed to be
critically read, rather than reflections of a redlity which we, as the
audience, had to accept.
Samiatics, then, helped establish the first principle of media educeation,
theprincipleof non-transparency. And it hel ped establish thedominant
concept of mediaeducation as being that of representation. Themedia
dedlt with representations and not redities, and mediameanings could
not be pulled apart from the forms in which they were expressed.

2) Semiotics second greet contribution to mediaeducationwasscarcdy less
momentous. Aswe haveseen, the objective of mediaeducation up until
this point had been to encourage discrimination. The value question -
precisely how good isthis newspaper, film or television programme- was
centra tothewholeproject. Semioticsoverturneddl of this. Totakejust
one example when Roland Barthes in his key work, Mythologies,
analysed agtriptease act, aplate of stegk and chips, atourist guide, or a
wrestling-match, he was chalenging, by his very choice of subjects,
established cultural categories, tastesand vaues. For if aplateof sesk
and chipsor agtri ptease act wereto be asworthy of serious attention and
analyssas, say, apoem, then adaring equation had been madebetween
these cultural objects. Semioticsundermined, at a stroke, those appar-
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ently immutable distinctions between the culturally valuable and the
meretricious upon which media studies, and literary studies before it,
had been basad.

Both of theseagpectsof semi oti cs—itsemphas supon questionsof represen-
tation, and its by-passing of the value question — were of inetimable valuein
marking adistinct break with literary-based ways of anaysing the media. And
they particularly illuminated the nature of television, whilst havingasurprising
degree of potency across dl of the media. They provided media studies with
precisely the kind of cross-media coherence the subject had so far been lacking,
and they firmly grounded mediastudies in the dominant visud (i.e., tevisud)
experiences of students.

The way in which theories of ideology moved during the 1970s curiously
dovetailed with these developments. At therisk of grotesquely over-simplifying
arather complex st of arguments, | think wecan say that therewas certainly a
marked movement away from that traditional notion of ideology as a body of
dominant ideas and practices imposed from above upon subordinate groups and
which resulted in false consciousness.  Rather, following the rediscovery of the
work of Antonio Gramsci in the early 1970s ideology came to be equated with
common-sense, with what was most natural and taken-for-granted about our
ideas and practices. Dominancewasachieved, that is, asmuch by consent asby
imposition.

Thesedevelopmentsin semiol ogy and ideology pointed in precisaly thesame
direction. Itwasadirectionthat had profoundimplicationsfor al mediateachers.
They pointed to the fact that the ideologicd power of the media was very much
tied up with the natural ness of the image, and with the tendency of the mediato
passoff encoded, constructed messagesas natural ones. They demonstrated, too,
that questions of power were centra to discussons about the production,
circulation and consumption of images and representations. They raised ques-
tions about which groups had the power to define, and which groups were only
ever defined. They established, in other words, the importance of a politics of
representation, and thrust media studies into the heart of some of the most
important political and socid questions of our time.

| have emphasised the shift from a Popular Arts paradigm which was
principally concerned with questions of aesthetic value to a representationa
paradigm, thethird paradigm, which placed questions of paliticsand power at its
centrebecause | think that that shift lay at the heart of most of the debates and
discussons which were taking place within the media education movement
during the 1980s What was being achieved, | think, was a fairly massve
movement out of one paradigm and into the other, and what was being worked
outweresomeof themoreradical implicationsof that shift. For what soonbecame
apparent was that we were talking about something more than a change in
subject content. What was being proposed were radica changes in teaching
objectives, in classroom methodology, and indeed in epistemology, in teachers
and students understanding of what constituted knowledge.
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I can do no more than very briefly indicate some of the more important
implicationsof thenew mediastudies. First of al, and perhapsmost remarkably,
it de-centred the teacher in a number of ways which many found unsettling.
Teacherswere no longer the experts - the licensed arbiters of truth or tagte - in
quite the way that they had been and indeed ill were in more traditional
subjects. Inthemediadassany group of studentswasadwayslikely tohaveafar
wider range of popular cultural referencesat itsdigposa than any singleteacher
could have. Theexpertisewhich existed in the dassroom was much morewidey
dispersed.

Secondly, teachers no longer possessed an approved body of knowledge or
corpus of information to which they alone held the key, and which they were
expected to passdowntostudents. What Paul o Freirecondemned asthebanking
concept of education, in which knowledgeable teachers deposited information
upon ignorant students, did not seem to apply to mediastudies. Indeed media
teachersdid not control information at al. Theinformation which wasaroundin
the mediastudies classroom was being provided by the mediathemsaves. They
were communicating it lateraly rather than hierarchicaly, spesking across
rather than down to their audiences. Andthey addressed teachersand students
dike. Themediaequalised teachersand students. Both wereequally and equal
objects of the medids address.  This produced a quite new situation in the
cdassoom. Teachersandtheir studentsbecame co-investigatorsof mediaimages
andtexts. They could reflect critically upon information, sde by side, in away
which had been difficult when the teacher was more dosdy identified with the
subject content.

M edia education de-centred the teacher in other waystoo. Teaching meth-
odologies became much more student-centred. Simulations, practica work,
sequencing exercises, prediction exercises, code-breaking games and a whole
battery of techniques to encourage active learning were developed since it was
essentid to give students the confidence to begin to take control of their own
learning and to maketheir own independent judgments.

Why wasthisimportant? Well, onereason wasthat if mediaeducation was
to be of any value at dl, it had to be thought of as a lifelong process. Media
educationwasnot goingto beof muchvalueunlessstudentswerewillingand able
to gpply what they learned at school to their consumption of media outside of
schooal. Indeed, itwas not goingto be of much use unlessstudentshad the ability,
commitment and interest to carry their critical thinking about the media into
adult life.

When teachers took a lifelong perspective on their work, their dassroom
practices began to change in anumber of ways:

1) High student motivation became an end in itsdlf, rather than aform of
pill-sugaring. Simply, if students did not find the subject enjoyable and
fulfilling, then theteacher had failed. Students would not wish to go on
learning about and engaging with the media after they had passed
beyond the gates of the schooal.
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2) Having alifelong pergpective meant that it was essentia to teach for
transfer. 1t was never enough for amediateacher to help studentsgain
aninsight into that specific newspaper article or televison documentary.
It is aways necessary for students and teachers to move beyond an
understanding of specific texts towards an understanding of the generd
principles which would have relevance to the andyss of smilar texts.
What was important about media education was not 0 much what
students knew, but whether they could use and apply what they knew to
new situationsandnewtexts. Theobjectiveherewastodevel opstudents
critical autonomy: their ability to stand upon their own two critical feet
and apply informed critical judgementsto mediatexts which they would
encounter in the future.

3) Thedesiretoencourage critica autonomy, increase student motivation,
and develop lifelong abilities pushed teachersinto using teaching meth-
odologies which encouraged independent learning. Media education
became, too, primarily aninvestigative processwhich encouraged under-
standing rather than an initiatory process designed to develop gpprecia
tion or to impaose specific cultural vaues. It was organised around key
idess (sdlection, construction, mediation, representation, coding, etc.)
which weretaught viaaspira rather thanalinear curriculum, andwhich
were taught as andytical tools rather than as a kind of dternative
content.

Mediaeducation dso involved aquite new integration of anal ytical work and
practicd activity. Critical andysis had to be informed by some sense of the
congtraints of production. Practica work, for itspart, had to involve morethan
aset of merely technical competencies. It had tobecritical and reflective, and feed
back intoandysis. What mediaeducation aimed toachieveat itsbest wasafusion
of practical criticism and critica practice.

Finaly, what al of this added up to was a digtinctive episemology. It
involved a revaluation of what knowledge was and how it was produced.
Knowledge was not simply something which existed in the world-out-there, and
which wasrelayed to students viatextbooksand teachers. 1t was not something
which others possessad and studentslacked. 1t was not something that students
had only to accommodate to, or which oppressed them with its weight and
certainty. Knowledge and idess, on the contrary could be actively produced and
created by studentsthrough aprocess of investigation and reflection. Theworld-
out-there wasn't the proper end of education, but its starting point.

What al of this amounted to in the 1980s was a redlly quite remarkable
educationa revolution which was being carried out at atime of genera educa
tional conservatism. To return to my origina focussing question. The answer
which thisthird paradigm - the representationa paradigm - gavetothequestion
"Why Study theMedia?, went somethinglikethis. 'Incontemporary societiesthe
mediaare self-evidently important creators and mediators of socid knowledge.
An understanding of the ways in which the media represent redlity, the tech-
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niques they employ, and the ideologies embedded within their representetions
ought to be an entitlement for dl citizens and future citizens in a democratic

As| have suggested, in working through the implications of this paradigm,
teachers found themsalves working in new ways in the dasssoom. In fact, they
were beginning to answer what is probably the most important question faced by
educational sysemsin the late 20th century and beyond: What congtitutes an
effective democratic education for mgorities of future citizens? Media teachers
should be sduted for producing some innovative and exciting answers to that
question. And this at atime when educationa systems have tended to movein
theoppogtedirection, towardsgresater differentiation andditism, andwheneven
such ideds as equdlity of opportunity have been subjected to widespread
denigration.

So much for the past and the present. What of thefuture? Inwhat wayswill
mediaeducation have to change and devel op through the 1990s? L et me suggest
two related pointsfor future growth:

1) I think wewill need to wake upto thefull implications of the marketing
revol utionwhich hasbeen taking placesncetheearly 1980s Thegrowth
and expanson of commercialy-based media during that time has pro-
ducedasituation inwhich advertisingcan nolonger beseen assomething
which takes place between programmes on television, or in the soaces
aroundtheeditoria material inthepress. Rather, thewholeof themedia
has now been opened up, not smply to advertising but to awholerange
of marketing techniques such as product placement, public relations,
sponsorship, plugsfor films and records, advertisements, news manage-
ment, and the cregtion of disinformation in away which makesthe old
digtinctionsbetween advertising and editorial material dmost obsolete,
Similarly itissmply not possble for anyoneto be medialiterate today
if heor she does not understand that the primary function'of commercia
media is the segmentation and packaging of audiences for sde to
advertisars.  Up until now media education has been based upon a
premiseof themost astonishing naivety: that the primary function of the
media has been the production of information or entertainment. What
we have principaly studied in media education have been texts. televi-
sion programmes, newspaper stories, and magazi nearticlesfor example.
But these are not the chief products of themedia. They arewhat Ddlas
Smythehas cdled thefreelunch: themeansby which thered product of
the media, from which its profits are derived - the audience product - is
summoned into existence.

What | am suggesting here is not smply that we beef up our teaching
about advertisng and marketing as atopic. Rather, acritica under-
standing of the basic techniques and tenets of marketingwill need to be
brought to bear uponthestudy of all mediatextsandinstitutionsandwill
have as central aplacein the anayds of today's media as such concepts
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as authorship had within films studies in the 1960s, and representation
and ideology had in the 1980s.

2) Thesecond areaof concernisrealy the obverse of thefirst. For thegrowth
of commercia media has been accompanied by the increasing impover-
ishment of public serviceand pluralistic media. Thegpacesinwhichwe,
a members of society, can communicate with one another without
governmenta or commercia interference are being dosad down dra-
maticaly. In Britain, for example the great media debate of the 1990s
will concern the future of the BBC, and whether indeed it hasafutureas
achegply and universally available high quality public service paid for
by an annual licencefee,

Asmediateachers| think that wearegoingto haveto develop an explicit
commitment to the principles of open and universal access to informa-
tion, and to presarving the independence, from undue commercid
influence or government interference, of at leest some information
producers. As teachers working within public educational systems |
believe that we do have a de facto commitment to the maintenance and
defence of public information sysems, and that we have to find ways of
expressngthisnot intermsof anuncritical partisanship or onthebass
of a narrow anti-commercialism, but rather as an open and generous
dlegianceto democraticvaues. Andthat entails, asaways, puttingall
of theargumentsto our studentsbut leavingthemwith theresponsbility
for makingtheir own choices.

Make no mistake, very large issues are at stake in struggles over thefuture
configuration of the mediaindustries. Should information be regarded only asa
commodity or doesit haveasocid value? Isit preferableto produce information
which meetsgenerd socid needsor information which makesaprofit? Isaccess
to information a right, or should it be restricted to those who can pay? Is
informationonly anextension of property rightsor doesit lieinthepublicdomain?
Itisscarcaly an exaggeration to say that thefutureshapeof all culturesliesinthe
ways in which they answer these questions.

Theexistenceof aninformed and arti cul ate public opinion on theseissueswill
be an important — perhaps the importan — influence on how theseissues are
settled. Itisour important task asmediateachersinthe 1990sand beyondtohelp
createthat informed public. For that isoneof thedender threadsuponwhichthe
future of media freedom, and ultimately democratic freedom, hangs.
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