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Abstract: There is now considerable international consensus about the objectives of
media studies. The objectives focus on the processes by which audiences can make
sense of and critique the media. This paper addresses the outcomes of these
initiatives for one group of students In the Western Australian government school
system. Information is provided about a testing program of fifteen year old students
which investigated the extent to which the students were meeting the media
analysis objectives as outlined in the syllabus.

The results provide information about the students' capacity to make sense of the
media messages and about the performance of particular demographic groups
Including gender, non-English speaking background and Aboriginal students. On the
basis of strengths and weaknesses revealed in the testing program, some adjustments
to present teaching programs are proposed. These adjustments address the needs of
both the general cohort and the particular needs of special groups

Rdsumg£: On note, dI'heureactuelle, un important concensus International ausujet
des objectifs de I'6tude des medias. Ces objectifssont centres sur les processus par
lesquels les spectateurs com prennent et crlitiquent les médias. Dans cet article, nous
nous penchons sur les resultats d'une telle etude chez un groupe d'etudlants du
systeme scolalre gouvernemental d'Australie occidentale. Les resultats d'un pro-
gramme experimental applique a des etudiants d'une quinzaine d'annees,
montrent comment les etudiants attelgnent les objectifs d'analyse des medias tel
gu'ils sont enonces dans le programme scolalre.

Les resultats montrent egalement comment les etudiants comprennent les mes-
sages mediatlques et nous renseignent sur les reactions de groupes
demographiques speciflques. Ces groupes etaient dlvises selon le sexe, la langue
maternelle (autre que I'anglais) et, si les etudiants etaient d'origine aborigene ou
non. Les forces et falblesses de ce programme devaluation determineront les
ajustements a apporter aux programmes d'enselgnement proposes. Ces
ajustements concerneront les besolns de la majorite et les besolns specifiques de
groupes partlculiers.
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Inmany countries, includingBritain, Canadaand Australiamediaeducation
has found itsdf a place in the curriculum and a space on the timetable. This
position, within the establishment of subjects, has resulted in demands from
educational authoriti esforformal syllabusesand assessmentand courseeval u-
ation. Thispaper outlinesa 1991 project conductedin Western Australian schools
inresponsetosuchdemands. Theprojectamedtoassessthel eve of understand-
ing of the media among fifteen year old students who had sudied theformal
syllabusaspart of their English sudies. Inaddition, theproject wasdesignedto
indi catethoseareasof conceptual devel opmentwhichthesyllabuswasfailingto
devel opsatisfactorily. Projectleadershopedthat thetestingprogramwouldhel p
inthedevel opment of new and moreeffectiveteachingsrategies.

Background

The project was part of a syssem-wide analysis of standards in Western
Australianschools. Titled'M onitoring Standardsi nEducati on'thesystem-wide
programwasaninstitutional regponsetothecommunity’sconcernswitheduca:
tional standardsin government schools. Therewasagenera bdlief, fuelled by
risingunempl oyment and opportunistic politicians, that educational standards
werefalling, particularly intheareasof numeracy andliteracy. Publicaccount-
ability for development of skills in the basics became the popular cry. This
community and political concern with standards provided the opportunity for
media educators to identify student media andyss skills as fundamental, or
badgcsinther ownright.

All government school studentsstudy syllabuseswhi ch detail asequenceof
mediaanaysis skills to be developed in all students. The Lower Secondary
Studies Syllabuses (years 8 to 10) wereintroduced in 1988 and arecompul sory
for dl government school students, therefore those studentstaking part inthe
project discussed below had three years of study in the media andysis skills
identified in the English syllabuses. (Some year 10 students aso undertake
additional programsinvol vingmedi aanadys sby d ectingtodotheoptiona media
studiescourse))

Three phases of the project are complete: the development of outcome
statementsof studentlearning; thedeve opment, trial andimplementationof the
testinstruments; andtheeval uationof theresultsacrossarangeof variables. Y et
tobeundertakenisareview of thesyllabusmateria inthelight of thetest results.

The Development Phase

For the purposeof thetesting program, aconti nuum of outcomestatements
describing mediaandysi sskillswasdeve oped fromthesyllabusdocumentsby
ateam of senior mediaand English teachers. Thecontinuum coveredtheyears
Ktol2of schoaling. Thetenlevd sof understandingidentified ontheconti nuum
arenot rdated toyear levds, nor do they cover every aspect of thesyllabus. The
ten sages indicate key understandings only, and do not offer acomprehensive
summary of thesyllabus. Although thereisno nexusbetweenthegradeleves
of students and the ten stages of the conti nuum, year ten students (fifteenyear
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olds) could be expected to perform at the higher levels of the continuum. The
continuum identifies a content strand with the organisers of language and
narrative, and acontext strand contai ning the organisers of production/circula:
tion, audiences and vdues. Ten levds of difficulty are identified for each
organiser. Thecontinuumwasused to developtheappropriatetestsand later as
thebassfor marking student work.

The Testing Phase

Thenext step wasto devel op i nstruments by which we could asesstheleve
of mediaandysisskillsin studentsacrossthestate. Thereweresomeunderlying
and unstated aims behind our study. They can be categorized as follows:.

Political. Inthecurrent climatepaliticiansand parentsmust beassured that
the children are learning something and media studies has traditionally been
accused of offeringasoft option. It washoped that the testing program might offer
hard data asto the strengths and wesknesses of the mediaprogramsin schools.
Thiswasnot withoutitsdangers, butin thecurrent economicand political climate
teachers cannot remain aoof from demands for accountability. As advocates of
media education we thought it in our own best interests to contribute to the
accountability process and take responghility for the evaluation of the ams,
content and outcomes of the media course.

Educational. It wasfelt that the project could offer some valuable informa
tionfor teachersabout the strengths and wesknesses of the students, which could
be used to develop drategies, building upon the strengths and eradicating the
wesknesses. Thetest instrumentsweredesigned to be used in the samemanner
as doctors use blood tests— as a guide to professond judgement and not as a
replacement for it. Theinstrumentswereto serveasdiagnodtic toolsthat would
point to areas in need of remediation.

Two tests were deveoped by a pand of teachers. They were pre-piloted,
piloted and modified before the formal testing program commenced. The Media
Languagetest involved theanadyssof threedifferent print advertisements. The
second test, MediaNarrative, required the analysis of an introductory segment
from atdevison situation comedy. The students were shown a twelve minute
extract which was repeated once again after they had read the questions. Both
tedts covered to some degree the language, narrative, production/circulation,
audience and values organisers the emphassvarying in each test. Duringone
week in September 1991, 1425 students, representingjust under ten percent of
thecohort of fifteenyear oldsinthestate, weretested. A pproximately 50% of the
students attempted each test, but some students undertook both tests.

Asexperienced teacherswewerewe | awareof thepitfallsintest desgnand
theimpossbility of ensuringtruetestvaidity. A further complicationaroseinthe
preparation of marking guides because we were trying to place studentson a
continuum, thereforewehad to distingui sh between level sof sophisticationinthe
answers. There were no questions which demanded ayes/no, correct/incorrect
answer, therefore we had to determine the type of response which would place a
student at levdl six and the responsethat would placehimor her at leve nine. The
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resultsof thetrial testswereused to di stingui sh between the leve sof responses.
At times we were reminded of the piece from Alice in Wonderland

"... how canyou possibly award prizeswheneveryonemissedthetarget?' said
Alice

"Wdl" said the Queen, "some missed by morethan othersand wehaveafine
normal distribution of misses, which means we can forget about the target.”

The Evaluation Phase

Thetestswere marked by ateam of trained markersand then subjected to
andysisaong anumber of paradigms using computer-based programs (T-Teg,
Chi Square Test). Theresultsgave usinformation about students strengthsand
wesknessss, their pogition on the continuum of outcome statements, and their
postion in relation to others in the sample. In addition, the results offered
information about the differences in performances of maes and females; those
from English spesaking backgrounds compared to those from non-English speek-
ing backgrounds; those of Aborigina extraction compared with those from non-
Aborigina backgrounds, and heavy consumers of television compared with light
usrs

Gender Differences

Femal estudentsperformedbetter thanma esonthetests. Therewerenotest
items on which maes outperformed females. The gender factor turned out to be
the most significant of all the variables. The test items wherein adatistically
significant difference between the performance of maes and femaes could be
identified were those which covered the following aspects of mediaanadysis

understanding of mediacodes, particul arly thoserelated tothe symbolic
significance of body language, setting, objects, colour, technica conven-
tions (eg. the symbolic associaions with different print syles);
understanding of the link between codes and the construction of the
audience's pogtion (eg. the effect of voice-over in positioning the audi-
ence);

understanding of thelink between the codes and the cultural values that
are asodaed with them. (eg., the link between stereotypes, thevalues
they portray and the ideologicd positions they conserve)

A possible explanation for the gender imbalancein theresultsmight bethe
literacy factor. Students were required to read questions and provide written
answvers. Other Monitoring Standardstests havereveded that year ten females
havesuperior literacy skillstoyear ten mdes. Although thepossibility cannot be
completely discounted, the test items which required longer answers were not
necessarily thosewherefemal es outperformed maes, nor werethequestionsthat
were longer and/or more complex in their requirements necessarily those that
produced results with a gender imbalance.
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Theperformancedifference may dso beaby-product of thetest content. The
Media Language test used advertisements featuring women in various stere-
otypica roles. A possble explanation for the superior performance of femalesis
that femaes found more relevance in the images portrayed and were therefore
more ready to critique these representations. But as the superiority of females
wasillustrated acrossboth tests, the gender specific examplesthat wereusedin
the Media Language test cannot be a complete explanation of the performance
difference.

If the biasisnot in thetest items, afurther possibility isthat thereisabias
in theteaching and/or the culture that encouragesfemal esto develop morefinely
tuned media skillsthan maes. Thereisabody of evidence to indicate that our
culture (and concommitantly our education system and media) operatewithin a
masculine discourse. Theresult isthe comparative disadvantage of women, and
it could be argued that females have more to gain from recognising their less
favourable representation in the media and more to gain by chalengingit. In
contrast theempowered group, thewhitemiddledassmaes, haslesstogainfrom
recognising and critiquing the anomdies in the representations. Is it possble
then that the females in the test sample would be more sengitive to the images
portrayed and to the values underpinning them than the males — hence the
superior performance of females?

If this account of the gender performance difference isvalid then a partial
solutionmight befor teacherstoplacegreater emphasisontheanaysisskillsthat
areoutlined in thevaues strand of the MediaAnaysis continuum. Theperform-
anceof ma estudentsmay then beimproved toathreshold wherethey do possess
thecritical skillsto analysetheir own cultural postion. However if the premise
isaccurate, femal eswill continueto outperform maesinthisareabecauseof the
intrinsic motivation provided by the unfavourableimbaancesin cultural repre-
sentations. A change in focus is probably overdue. A large amount of textual
andyd scentresaround therepresentation of femaesinthemedia Therepresen-
tation of masculinity receives less attention and criticism. The traditiona
representation of masculinity is under threat currently from aternative repre-
sentations, stemming mainly from television. If the emergent representations of
males as caring, empathetic men isto contributein apostiveway toformingthe
socid identity of male students then these representations should come under
scrutiny. Both mae and female students could benefit from a wide-ranging
exploration of the media's representation of masculinity.

Language Differences

Not surprisingly, students from English spesking backgrounds performed
better on the tests than those from non-English spesking backgrounds. There
was no item with a variation of datistica significance in which non-English
speaking background students outperformed English spesking background
students. Thedifference was not as pronounced asthe gender difference. Again
the discrepancy does not seem to be attributabl e to the literacy dimension of the
test as questions with a high literacy component did not necessarily produce a
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ddidicaly sgnificant result. There were two related areas where English
speaking background students outperformed those from non-English speaking

backgrounds:

the ability to identify target audiences
the ability to determine audience gpped.

In the case of the target audiences, there was a datisticaly significant
differencein the performances of thetwo groups when they considered agerange
of audiences, gender preference for various audiences, dass identification for
different audiencesand thelink between target audienceand programtimedots.
Smilar problems were experienced by non-English speaking background stu-
dents when examining the audience apped of programs.

A possble explanation is that many of these non-English speaking back-
ground students read the media texts from outside the dominant reading
position. Thepreferred reading of thetext may not beeesily accessibletothenon-
English spesking background students because they are not well placed to
identify with the vaues and attitudes of core groups in society. They may see
themselves as peripheral and members of what can beloosdly termed The Other
by reason of their ethni c backgrounds. If thisassumyption iscorrect and teachers
areto address the problem it would seem that additional attention needsto be
givento the andysskillsidentified in the audience strand of the continuum.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Idander Performance Differences

The tests did not identify sufficient numbers of Aborigina/Torres Strait
Idander students to make definitivejudgements about the performance of this
group. Therewere, however, sufficient studentsin the sampleto identify some
patterns. There was some correlation between the performance of Aborigina
students and thosefrom non-English speaking backgrounds but therewerefewer
test items, overdl, in which there wasasgnificant Satistical discrepancy. The
test itemswhi ch focussed on the mass mediacodes resulted in apoorer perform-
ancefrom the Aborigind and Torres Strait Idander students.

Given the smal sample and the variety of Aboriginal backgrounds within
that smal sample (some having English speaking backgrounds, somenot), it is
difficult to predict thetypes of Srategieswhich may lead tofurther improvement
for thisgroup other than tofocuson smilar targetsaswereidentified for thenon-
English speaking background students.

Television Viewing Differences

The corrdation between the number of tdevison viewing hours and the
performanceof studentsonthetestswasstatistically significant. Lighttelevison
users performed better than heavy tdevison users and this trend was more
pronounced with maes. Theresultsfor fema eswerenot statistically significant.
The two tests yielded different results. The tedts that required students to
andyseprint advertisementsdid not produceany statistically significant results.
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The results from the test requiring analysis of a situation comedy were signifi-
cant. Heavy users of tdevison, particularly mdes, performed at alower leve
than thelight userson the tdlevison analysistest.

How can thisresult be interpreted? Smpligtic equations such as"'the more
they watch, thelessthey know" may betempting, but could be mideading. Such
assumptionsabout theinfluence of televison may till havesomecurrency inthe
popular press, but they have been effectively discredited by research. It would
however belegitimateto concludethat smply watchingtdevison doesnot lead
to better mediaanayss skills. They haveto belearned. It isaconclusion which
should strengthen the claims of media teachers regarding their place in the
curriculum.

Eather more speculativeisthe question of why thisresult. Perhapsthe key
to the poor analyst/heavy viewer correation are the socid circumstances and
generd attitudestoschoolingof thestudents. Our resultsgaveusnoinformation
about such isues as leisure activities available to the sample group, school
performance, accessto learning resources and many other factors that might be
directly relevant to both their viewing habits and their test performance.

What do we do about thisresult? If the above speculation is correct, we as
teachers do not have control over the socid variables and cannot change the
students viewing patterns even if this were deemed to be desirable. We can,
however, arm the studentswith improved anadysisskills. Theseresultsindicate
such aneed.

The Sate-wide Profile

The evaluation project has pointed to some serious deficiencies in students
understandings. The major problems identified in the study are lack of an
awarenessand understanding of thesocia context andsocia impact of themedia,
thelack of an understanding of both ideology and themediasrolein maintaining
exiging power relationships. These weaknesses point to shortcomings in our
syllabus and our teaching grategies. We will examine these results in greater
detail.

The Social Context

Firg, theresultsindicatethat sudentscan gothrough themotions-they are
adept at deconstructing a given image. The students are surprisingly good at
textual andyd's, ableto pick animageto piecesbut unabl eto makethe conceptua
legp between the text and its context. The students problemswith linking their
textual anaysi swith wider issuesof representationis, on oneleve, aquestion of
maturity. Students do not have aworld view, asense of themsaves as part of a
wider society. Society for them is something out there that they will participate
in when they leave school.  The first problem identified, then, is the need to
furnish students with the skills to apply their andyds skillsto awider socd
context.
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Ideology and Power

TheMonitoring Standards resultsindicated that studentsgenerally lacked
the ability to discuss the mediain terms of its role as a consciousness industry .
This is a mgjor problem, as the common requirement in the syllabuses of
Austraia, Britain and Canadaisthe demand that students understand theways
inwhichthemediacirculateattitudesandvaues. Not all thesyllabusesusethese
words, someta k about waysaof thinking, waysof seeingtheworld. Thebolderuse
the term ideology. The findings of the study suggest that the central object of
mediaeducation-theability toanaysetherol eof themediai nwinningthehearts
and minds of people - isnot being met.

Implications

Thesyllabusisredly about what wewant studentsto beableto do after they
have left school. What we teach is determined by avison of the future. Wewant
students to be competent and critical users of the media - not competent and
critical for one schoaol year and long enough to passthe examination, but people
who will continueto be competent and critical users of the medialong after they
have left our care. Therefore the texts we give students to andyse at school are
smply vehicles—ameanstoanend—andthat endisthedeve opment of critical
skillswhich can be applied to any agpect of the mediain thefuture. Theexercises
we st studentsare only useful activitiesin so far asthey give students skillsand
knowledge they can apply in the future. If at the end of their schooldays the
students can talk and write intelligently only about the attitudes and values of
the texts they have studied in school but cannot apply their knowledge to other
mediaproducts, then asteacherswe havefailed. Weneed to develop strategies
that will encourage studentsto link what they do in the classroom to the world
in which they live.

Possible Srategies

What geps can be taken to rectify the problems and deficiencies identified
above? Beginningwith theissue of teaching about the socid context of themedia,
how might we go about giving studentsawider world view? A preliminary task
for theteacher isto demongrateto studentsthat any mediatext is polysemous,
that is informed by various pre-existent discourses. It will not be possible to
examinedl the available discourses on every issuebut it ispossbleto build up
over time a schemata of the avenues which might be explored. Case studies
deve oped aroundvarioustopica mediaissuescoul dbethemeanstothisend. For
example, a thetimeof writingapressngissueinour owncity isjuvenilecrime,
particularly Aborigina, juvenilecrime. Variousrepresentations of thisissueare
presented by the mediaand each representation articul ates aparti cular perspec-
tive on race, youth and socid justice.

A more difficult but exciting gpproach to widening the students world view
istouseradicd textsinthedassoom. Textswhich cut acrossthecommonly held
attitudes, texts which force the viewer to distance themsdves from the content,
texts which deny essy pleasure and evoke discomfort can be useful in focussing
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attention on thewaysthat va uesand messages are constructed. Such textsdeny
accustomed pleasures and so force the viewer into an evauation of his’her own
position visavis thetext. We have found that mogt students didike such texts,
but are sympathetic to the political clams they make and are interested in
discussing them.  On the negative dde such texts are hard to come by, often
expendve because they are outside the mainstream and, if overused, adienate
students because they deny pleasure.

Athirdpossiblestrategy isto providestudentswith somekey questionswhich
could be gpplied to current media non-fictional texts. Such questions might
include:

Through whose eyes or perspective do we get the information?

How isthis point of view constructed?

Whose voices are not heard?

Wheat other images could have been chosen to support alternativevoices?

If a key piece of information were changed how would the meaning
change?

Who hasthe power to shape the information we receive?

Who benefits from the current representations and who loses?

The second problem we identified was the inability of studentsto dedl with
issues of ideology and power in the media. Issues of power and ideology have
traditionally been skirted around in themediadassroom, often for reasons of salf-
preservation, but it hasbecome clear to us that perhaps they need to be tackled
head on.

One gpproach to theissue of ideology, or vaues, isto use old, dated texts.
Studentsaremorereadily abletodistinguishtheva uesinherentinoldtextsthan
current ones because they are often at odds with their own view of theworld. The
recognition will often be evident in their laughter. Laughter is their reqponseto
the discomfort they fed when faced with values they do not share. The laughter
can be used asaway into thetext (what was it about the extract that madeyou
laugh?) From that point it is possble to move into questions of reading. What
knowledge did you have accessto that madeyou respond in that way? How has
the class/gender/racel age orientation in the text affected your reading? The
denaturaising effect of the dated texts offers a way into the discusson of the
construction of values and attitudes.

Another strategy isto lead studentsto an understanding of there ationship
between animageand anideologicd podition by identifyingboth the connotations
and theimplied oppositionsin thetext. In theeval uation wefound that students
were experts at gootting the symbol but found it much harder to relate the choice
of symbolstoanideologicd position. Imagesaresdected for theassociationsthey
evoke. An accesshle example is from the closng minutes of Nicaragua: No
Pasaran. If students identify those images which are used to represent the
Nicaraguans and compare them to those used to represent the United States of

Americathey will begin to see apattern emerging. The oppostions congtructed
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and favoured within the text suggest to the audience particular ideas, propod-
tions and arguments about the film's position. The images are sdected for their
power to activate the attitudes and va ues of the viewer.

Conggtent across the gtrategies suggested is the implication of the need to
focus directly on the issue of sodd context and it seems to be an area not
prioritised in the syllabuses. Common to syllabuses in Canada, Australia and
Britain is a strong emphasis on textual anaylds at the expense of contextual
andyss. This could be because most texts have been written by people from a
literaturebackground; it might bethat experience hasindicated that thisisthe
mogt effective path. Whatever the reason it does not matter as long as the gods
arebeingmet. However unlesstheissues of representation, power and pleasure
andthearticulations of thesein current mediatexts arededlt with directly there
is the danger that student skills and knowledge will be limited to dassoom
application. How often arestudentsasked to analysethe congtructed oppositions
in the previous night's news broadcast?

In concluson the question of aims in media education will be addressed
briefly. The aims of mediaeducation need to be dearer to sudentsand parents.
Expectations of students need to be clearly and openly stated; teachers must
identify and use techniques to establish whether students are learning; student
progressmust be madevisibleto thewider community. Thisisnot to say that we
must embark on a campaign of mass testing. On the contrary, time wadting,
educationally suspect testing can be avoided if clear satements of expected
outcomes are provided for sudents. We need to cut through the rubric of the
syllabuses and gate directly what it iswe expect studentsto be ableto do. With
some refinement we are hoping that the continuum will provide auser friendly
guidefor teachers. They can useit to ask themsalveswhat their own studentscan
doat any pointintimeandwherethey shouldbeai mingfor next. It should provide
amodd for determining where we are heading with the students.

Weare now entering the next sage of mediaeducation. Thesyllabusesare
in place, teachers are being trained for the task, the subject has aplace on the
educationa agenda, but it isnot thetimefor complacency. The central purpose
of mediaeducation must be kept in mind if the courses are not to become nave -
gazing exerdses. We need to continue the search for new and more effective
teachingdrategies weneedto actively question our progressand determineour
path for the future. Refinement is needed.

ENDNOTES

1) Monitoring Standards in Education is an evaluation of the numeracy and
literacy skills of sudentsinyearsthree (eight year olds); seven (twelveyear
olds) and ten (fifiteen year olds) in Western Audtradian state government
schoals. It is conducted by the Ministry of Education and involves testing
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samplegroupsof studentsacrossthegtate. Thetestingin mediastudieswas
conducted as part of thetesting of literacy sKkills.

2) TheMonitoring Standardsprogram asit currently operatescalsfor testing
on asamplebasisonly. Thetests can beused to devel op profiles of students
skills and knowledge but cannot be used to compare students or teachers.
This factor was important in convincing teachers to participate.

3) Pamer, P. (1986). The lively audience: A study of children around the TV set.
Sydney: Alien and Unwin.
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