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Abstract 

During a teacher action research study of a middle school media literacy curriculum, I 
gathered data regarding student learning, attitudes, and beliefs of self-efficacy in regards 
to media analysis and consumption.  Results demonstrate that students learned media 
literacy concepts when attention was paid to vocabulary development and to consistent 
use of popular media sources.  In addition, students reported more self-efficacious 
behavior in terms of recognizing and analyzing bias and stereotyping in the media.  
Students became critical of some mass media production techniques and by a media 
proliferation of the status quo, but students did not feel empowered to insist upon changes 
to media and demonstrated annoyance and their new found knowledge that media could 
have negative effects on their lives. 
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Introduction 

 
In the last twenty years, the emergence of new mass media formats like the 

internet, email, and cellular phones have combined with the rapidly growing proliferation 

of more traditional mass media like television, radio, music, video games, print 

(magazines and newspapers), and movies. The pace and savvy of these particular media 

types have also increased. Mass media consumption, both active and passive, has thus 

also amplified. Thoman and Jolls (2004) relate the pervasive nature of media on our lives 

in the following manner: 

From the clock radio that wakes us up in the morning until we fall asleep 

watching the late night talk show, we are exposed to hundreds – even thousands – 

of images and ideas from not only television but also Web sites, movies, talk-

radio, magazine covers, e-mail, video games, music, cell phone messages, 

billboards, and more. Media no longer just shape our culture – they are our culture 

(p. 18). 

The Kaiser Family Foundation illustrated this point further in their study of 2,032 young 

people aged eight to eighteen from across the nation and found that young people today 

spend an average of six and one-half hours with the media each day (Rideout et al., 

2005). Indeed, the study concluded that 26% of the time these young people were 

engaged with more than one media source simultaneously, and so their daily media usage 

was calculated to average at eight and one-half hours each day. More recent information 

suggests this time may actually be increasing. One reason is the growth of social 
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networking websites, which have become so popular that “in less than three years 

‘MySpace.com’ has gone from 0-100 million registered users worldwide,” (Erstad, Gilje, 

& de Lange, 2007, p. 133), and the majority of these users are in the youth demographic 

(under 24).  

Ziegler (2006) cites Media Cultivation Effects Theory and suggests that “the more 

exposure to media messages a young person has, the greater the likelihood the individual 

will adopt the prevailing attitudes and beliefs experienced in the media…mass media is a 

‘socializing agent’” (pg. 71).  Ziegler (2006) explains that because young people spend 

more time with media messages today than ever before (and more time with media than 

with teachers, parents, and even their friends), their interpersonal interactions and search 

for “truth” is being overshadowed by a “vicarious verification of truth and values…from 

magazines, books, Internet sites, television, music, video games, and chat rooms” (p. 71). 

The fact that people in the developed world are immersed in a media culture may 

be self-evident, but what is not so obvious is the way in which young people can learn to 

process the barrage of information and symbols purveyed through these multiple layers of 

media. Media literacy education (often seen as one of many new multiple literacies) is 

offered as the prevailing method for instructing today’s youth to deconstruct, understand, 

and make informed decisions about their media consumption (Thoman & Jolls, 2004; 

Tierney, Bond, & Bresler, 2006; Van Heertum, 2006). Van Heertum (2006) suggests that 

multiple literacy education “involves negotiating a multiplicity of discourses in a world 

of increased cultural and linguistic diversity and ever evolving forms of technology and 

communication” (p. 252).  
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Hobbs & Frost (2003) further reflect that “Alphabetic literacy, while 

exceptionally valuable, is now recognized as one of many competencies of representation 

needed for cultural success” (p. 330). Because young people spend more time with media 

than in interacting with adults like parents and teachers each day, teaching young people 

how to actively pursue accurate understanding of media becomes central. Media literacy 

education accepts as its premise that young people will consume multiple media and that 

the media will not be completely controlled and censored by the adult community. For 

this reason, media literacy advocates generally point to a traditionally Deweyan (1906) 

idea that students learn from doing, and that a young person’s entire life experience is 

educational and should employed in formal education practices. Authentic and 

experiential learning are at the forefront of media literacy scholarship, and suggest that 

the goals of media literacy would include making the curriculum more relevant to 

student’s own cultures and distinct ways of knowing (Hobbs & Frost, 2003, Yates, 2002). 

 Is media literacy education really necessary? Ziegler (2007) points to a national 

survey by Rideout et al. (2005) which found that less than half of all young people 

reported having rules regarding watching television and that these rules were rarely 

enforced (20% of respondents indicating that rules were enforced most of the time). The 

home rules decrease substantially with other forms of media including music and 

computer (games and internet). And these are the areas, especially the internet, that show 

the most dramatic increase in use over the last decade (Semali, 2003). Erstad (2007) notes 

that socio-cultural learning theory would suggest that the use of media is culturally 

embedded and “skills and knowledge emerge through use of cultural tools and therefore 

play a decisive part in how we mediate insights and beliefs” (p. 184).Without parental 
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involvement in media use, young people are left to access, interpret, and respond to the 

cultural tools of media without education or instruction in the manner in which to best 

accomplish their goals or form keen insights or educated beliefs.  

Increasingly, young people are also the target of marketing and consumer interests 

that seek to build upon the growing wealth and buying power of young people. The 

Washington Post recently reported that in 2006, teens spent more than 179 billion dollars, 

and marketing experts are more and more likely to advertise to this demographic (Mui, 

2007). Manness (2004) states that as of 1997, students graduating from high school were 

likely to have seen over half a one million television commercials. These commercials 

and the effects on self-image, self-esteem, and buying behavior have become the focus of 

many recent studies of adolescents (Devlin, 2005; Hesse-Biber, Leavy, Quinn & Zoino, 

2006; Merskin, 2004; Piran, Levine, & Irving, 2000; Wade, Davidson, & O’Dea, 2003). 

Most have shown that adolescents have an unrealistic ideal of the female and male bodies 

and “believe” the social archetypes created by mass media to be realistic and attainable, if 

only through unhealthy means. 

Purpose Statement 

Recognizing these facts, media literacy education seemed to me like an essential 

piece of social studies curriculum that I was not yet teaching.  I wanted to create a media 

literacy curriculum for my 7th and 8th grade elective course, Current Events, that aimed at 

both negating the harmful effects of mass media consumption and enlightening young 

people to the power they have in consuming and using the media to the benefit of 

themselves and their communities. Thoman & Jolls (2004) reflect on the immediacy and 

necessity of media literacy education: “Media literacy is not needed in the future, it is 
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needed now, urgently, to assure that our citizens are equipped to make the decisions and 

contributions a global economy and global culture demand of them” (p. 21). The 

governments of many nations like Great Britain, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand 

have long since realized this and have included media literacy in the core curricular 

requirements for many years, and although the United States instituted policies to 

promote media education during the Clinton administration, and nearly all 50 states 

currently have language regarding media literacy in their content standards, the 

implementation of this curriculum lags far behind other countries and is primarily 

instituted by private media education interested entities (Van Heertum & Share, 2006). 

Definition of Media Literacy 

In order to define media literacy myself, I attended to the last ten years of 

academic literature in the field of media literacy.  As a fairly new field of academic 

interest, whose scholars range from educators to communications theorists to social 

scientists, media literacy has been defined in a multitude of ways. However, the 

similarities in the various definitions outweigh the slight discrepancies and make it 

possible to define the purpose of media literacy education quite simply. Thoman (1999) 

presents a simple definition that seems to encompass the main ideas of many other more 

complicated explanations:  

Media literacy is…the ability to create personal meaning from the verbal and 
visual symbols we take in every day through television, radio, computers, 
newspapers and magazines, and, of course, advertising. It’s the ability to choose 
and select, the ability to challenge and question, the ability to be conscious about 
what’s going on around us – and not be passive and vulnerable (p. 50). 
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The real differences in views of media literacy education become apparent in the 

scholarship regarding implementation of media literacy curriculums and the paradigmatic 

understanding of the purpose of these programs. (Livingstone, 2004). Some scholarship 

points out that media literacy should be based upon a cultural studies approach that 

encourages students to experiment with media and should focus on student’s own 

pleasurable relationship with media. This sector of the field often shuns another sector 

that is more interventionist and focuses on the negative effects and abuses of the mass 

media (Buckingham, 2003; Scharrer, 2003). The cultural studies group, and most 

specifically Buckingham (2003), is also accused by Kline, Stewart, and Murphey (2006) 

of “launching a scathing attack on the protectionist ideology and rhetoric of democratic 

citizenship upon which applications in the classroom are often based and which many 

critical media educators espouse,” (p. 137) while dismissing the third approach to media 

literacy, critical media literacy, as a ideological manipulation by teachers upon their 

students.  

However, this third area of media literacy education, critical media literacy, is the 

dominant area of current research. According to much of the most recent scholarship, 

media literacy must be critical in nature to fulfill its democratic promise (Kellner & 

Share, 2005; Pailliotet et al., 2000; Semali, 2003; Van Heertum & Share, 2006). It must 

go beyond the passive model of traditional literacy for traditional texts and include 

critical analysis. According to Kellner & Share (2005), “Critical media literacy involves 

cultivating skills in analyzing media codes and conventions, abilities to criticize 

stereotypes, dominant values and ideologies, and competencies to interpret multiple 

meanings and messages generated by media texts” (p. 372).  
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Furthermore, critical media literacy can advance pluralism, multiculturalism and 

positive social change. Critical media literacy should not only foster learning and 

thinking about new “texts” but also personal growth and “socially just, democratic, 

humane, and ethical actions in and out of the classroom” (Pailliotet et al., 2000). It should 

allow students to move beyond passive consumption and become active and aware 

consumers and producers of media, because they learn that knowledge is not neutral. The 

Aspen Institute’s National Conference on Media Literacy developed a definition of media 

literacy wherein “the fundamental objective of media literacy is critical autonomy in 

relationship to all media” and goals for media literacy training include informed 

citizenship, aesthetic appreciation and expression, social advocacy, self-esteem, and 

consumer competence” (Yates, 2002).  

For these reasons, I decided to create a curriculum and a research project based 

around the ideas of critical media literacy.  I wanted to create a curriculum that was 

infused with the ideas of social justice and empowerment.  According to Van Heertum & 

Share (2006) social justice and empowerment are not just potential positive effects of a 

critical media literacy education, they are the deliberate goals of critical media literacy:  

It (critical media literacy) advocates moving beyond the acquisition of skills alone 
to dialectically engage the negative effects and positive emancipatory possibilities 
of media literacy. It includes a strong critique of mainstream approaches together 
with an alternative pedagogy and a political project for democratic social change 
(p. 256). 

 
Research Questions 

 With the preceding areas of interest and purpose, I developed both a media 

literacy curriculum for my Current Events class as well as research questions that I hoped 
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to explore as I taught the curriculum.  The following questions guided me in formulating 

a plan as to how I should collect data and what types of data I should collect.  First, I 

wanted to begin to sort through the various ways that middle school students learn to 

process media information and media literacy concepts.  I decided that I would also 

research students’ self-efficacy and attitudes towards media consumership after learning 

about media literacy through my curriculum.  I asked the following questions:  

• How do middle school students learn about media literacy?  

• After taking an elective course focused on media literacy, how do students 

describe their self-efficacy related to use and consumption of the media? 

• What are students’ attitudes towards multiple media genre and media bias before 

and after a semester in a media literacy course? 

Importance of the Study 

 Although this study was initially developed as an action research thesis project, I 

believe that my results can inform the academic literature in the area of media literacy.  I 

was able to inform my own future teaching of media literacy concepts through what I 

learned in this action research, and I have been able to share many of these insights with 

my school site colleagues.  And the process of informing my own practices is far from 

over.  In fact, the research I have done, both in preparing for this study and in completing 

the research has only wet my appetite for more.  I regularly look for scholarly journal 

articles on the topic of media literacy, and have updated my media literacy curriculum 

using this new knowledge base as well as the results of my research study.  Rossman and 

Rallis (2003) term this “enlightenment use” of research, because “knowledge 



9 
 

accumulates, contributing to a gradual reorientation of the user’s thought and action” (p. 

20).   

 In addition, I believe that my research will contribute to the larger field, not 

because my results are in any way directly applicable to other people and other situations, 

but because the “story” generated in my research can help to inform current theories on 

media literacy education and provide a more rich and varied context with which people 

can view this critical media literacy education. As Johnson (2005) notes, there can often 

be a gap between educational theory and what actually occurs in public schools and 

classrooms around the country. Teach action research can help to lessen this gap and 

provide relevant research to teachers who are not engaged in research based practices due 

to their perception of the Moses Effect: “when researchers hand down research edicts 

from on high with the expectation that teachers will be passive receivers of these edicts.  

This creates a one-way flow of information that often does not value teacher’s points of 

view, reflect the complexities of teaching, or address the concrete problems and concerns 

that teachers face in their classrooms on a daily basis” (Johnson, 2005, p. 25).   In 

addition, beyond the links of my research to the academic field surrounding media 

literacy, I also believe that when teachers conduct action research, they can inspire others 

to create their own projects to study and make meaningful changes to their own teaching.   
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Review of the Literature 
 
 As a teacher conducting action research in my classroom, I first had to identify a 

problem for which I would search for a solution (Johnson, 2005).  My “problem” was 

that I wanted to create and implement a media literacy curriculum for middle school 

students that would lead to student understanding of media literacy concepts and an 

increase in self-efficacious behavior related to media consumption.  In order to develop 

the media literacy curriculum and implement it successfully, I first looked to the 

scholarly literature in the various academic fields associated with media literacy.  I 

compiled relevant works, especially research studies, linked to media literacy.  I believed 

that as media literacy was a changing field, I would limit most of my research to 

scholarly work produced within the last five years.  The information in the following 

literature review stemmed from that research. 

Youth Media Saturation 
 

In May of 2006, Ofcom, the independent regulator and competition authority for 

the United Kingdom communications industries and agency in charge of the promotion of 

media literacy in the U.K., published an official media literacy audit of children and adult 

media usage across the United Kingdom.   The Report on Media Literacy Amongst 

Children identifies the results (without discussion of their implications) of this study of 

over 1500 children with a focus on three primary categories: access, understanding, and 

creating.   The findings showed high percentages of access and ownership across all 

media types (television, internet, MP3 players, radio, movies, digital video recorders and 

cameras, video games), with 75% of children ages 12-15 having a television set in their 

bedroom.   Despite this, only 9% of children reported learning about television or movies 
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at school.   Moreover, 78% of children ages 12-15 believed that news programs were 

always or almost always truthful and 55% said the same of current affairs programming.   

The study also reported that children are not likely to take any safety precautions or 

verify the reliability of the content they encounter in their internet usage.   Although 94% 

of 12-15 year olds reported feeling confident in their use of the internet, 55% reported 

never having checked out how up to date the information of a website is, checked the 

content against other sites for accuracy, or determined who created the particular website.   

Sixty seven percent trust most of what they see on the web.   Finally, when given seven 

different options about where they would like to learn more about digital technologies, 

children gave school and their friends the highest marks (Ofcom, 2006).    

In Generation M: Media in the Lives of 8-18 Year Olds (Rideout, Foehr, & 

Roberts, 2005), the Kaiser Family Foundation found that not only did young people 

spend more than the average adult work day (eight and half hours without breaks or a 

lunch) with the media, more than a quarter of that time was spent exposed to more than 

one media source (media multi-tasking). The numbers vary significantly by demographic, 

with Hispanics and African American students and lower income students spending more 

time exposed to media sources each day.   However, students in the highest income group 

spend much more time actively engaged in media usage.   The study also found a 

correlation between heavy media usage and lower grades in school.   The opposite was 

found for students who spent the most time with print media.   Not surprisingly, students 

who spent the most time reading had higher grades in school. 
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Multimodal Literacies 

Media literacy education has been heralded as a possible solution to the problems 

that accompany media saturation.   Media literacy is seen as one of the growing multiple 

literacies necessary in the information age. “Literacy involves gaining the skills and 

knowledge to read, interpret, and produce certain types of texts and artifacts and to gain 

the intellectual tools and capacities to fully participate in one’s culture and society” 

(Kellner & Share, 2005, p. 369).   Going beyond traditional textual literacy to include 

media literacy in education is essential in an age where the general public, to include 

school age children, spends considerably more time engaged in new media versus 

traditional texts.    

Media literacy programs that focus on developing critical and higher order 

thinking skills are often instituted in schools because the growth and abundance of 

technologies call for more multimodal literacies.   According to Eken (2003) “the 

changes in communications technologies call for shifts in the economic system, cultural 

practices, and social institutions and are forcing educators to reconsider their views of 

literacy and what it means to be a reader and a writer in the 21st century” (p. 52).   

Teachers who employ media literacy in this context see its purpose as three-fold.   First, 

students need to attain the skills necessary to engage with new media sources.   Second, 

students are able to connect more fully to a curriculum that covers areas of society in 

which they already engage and show an affinity towards.   Finally, students should learn 

to be autonomous and active in gaining information and ideas from the media since it is 

so pervasive in their lives (Eken, 2003; Hobbs & Frost, 2003, Laskowski, 2007).    Most 
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recently, teaching students to take a critical look at the institutions and bias that control 

media messages is the fourth major purpose of critical media literacy curriculum. 

“Sense-making” is the term that many media scholars use to describe the manner 

in which “viewers construct their own meanings for a message rather than just 

recognizing some meaning inherent in the message they receive” (Dumlao, 2003, p. 2), 

and it is exactly this idea that multiple literacy proponents focus on implementing into the 

curriculum.   Just as students traditionally learn to deconstruct Hamlet or Huckleberry 

Finn to determine the author’s point of view, symbolism, characterization, and plot 

design, media literacy proponents argue that media messages should be analyzed for bias, 

stereotyping, and construction techniques.  

Peer Reviewed Research on Media Literacy in Classrooms 

 Starting in the late 1980’s and continuing for approximately a decade, there was 

an international impetus to research media and multiple literacy education in elementary 

and secondary schools around the globe.   The growing proliferation of media sources 

that were easy for children to access and a concern about the effects of mass media 

consumption led to this momentum and to much of the resulting research.   However, 

since the advent of the No Child Left Behind Act (2001), there has been a noted decline 

in the amount of peer reviewed research on media literacy in the K-12 classrooms of the 

United States.   (Private agencies like the Center for Media Education, the Center for 

Media Literacy, the National Telemedia Council, Citizens for Media Literacy, the 

National Media Citizenship Project, and the Children’s’ Media Policy Network have 

continued to provide research and curriculum materials and tools.) The peer-reviewed 

research since 2001 does not include lengthy longitudinal data or large groups of 
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participants.   The research that does exist can be categorized according to various 

research goals.   Some of these curricular goals include: linking media literacy with 

health and consumer education programs, using media literacy to increase higher order 

and critical thinking skills, looking to media literacy education as a platform for teaching 

creativity and media production, enriching student learning through media use, and media 

literacy programs aimed at a critical focus on positive social change and emancipatory 

action. 

In a case study that reviewed responses from 96 teachers to a 95 question survey 

about media literacy in grades K-12 (Yates, 2002), eight broad categories of the values 

that teachers believe students should take from media literacy programs were identified.   

Teachers in the study mimicked the answers of a previous study by Lloyd-Kolkin and 

Tyner (1988) and included the educational values that students should acquire including 

“a window on the world; the need for critical thinking; content is subjective; self-

regulating media use; telling fact from fiction; how media works; media sell products and 

ideas; and media can be hypnotic” (Yates, 2002).   These values coincide with the various 

curricular goals of media literacy found in other classroom studies which create a diverse 

field that still focuses on related aspects of student growth and learning. 

Hobbs and Frost (2003) conducted a study of nearly 300 11th grade students 

enrolled in a mandatory media literacy course tied to a school district’s language arts 

curriculum.   In this study, media literacy was directly linked to the goals of traditional 

literacy, and outcomes from classes that explored media texts were compared to a control 

group in a school nearby that taught language arts using traditional texts.   The students in 

the media literacy treatment group had higher reading, viewing, and listening 
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comprehension scores than their counterparts and were better able to detect construction 

techniques, point of view, omitted information, comparisons and contrast, and a 

message’s purpose.   Overall, well-developed critical thinking skills normally associated 

with productively reading traditional texts were found to a greater extent in students 

whose language arts curriculum was focused upon media literacy.   In their discussion, 

Hobbs and Frost (2003) noted,  

Students who received media-literacy instruction were more likely to recognize 
the complex blurring of information, entertainment, and economics that are 
present in contemporary nonfiction media.   Students…appeared to have a more 
nuanced understanding of interpreting textual evidence in different media formats 
to identify an author’s multiple purposes and intended target audiences…students 
engaged in critically analyzing media texts quickly discover how mass media 
texts flatter the most desirable audiences through overrepresentation (p. 351). 
 
Research focused on intervention studies that document the effects of media 

literacy education in mediating the potentially harmful effects of media is linked most 

closely with health and consumer education. The Journal of Adolescent Health (2006) 

recently published an editorial declaring “Media Literacy Has Potential to Improve 

Adolescents’ Health.”   Several studies have focused on the effects of media literacy 

curriculum that prevent youth from smoking (Banerjee, & Greene, 2007; Pinkleton et al., 

2007), while others have weighed in on health issues like sedentary lifestyles and eating 

disorders (Kline, Stewart, & Murphy, 2006; Fuller, Damico, & Rodgers, 2004).   In a 

study of middle school students at risk for eating disorders, researchers found that “the 

delivery of a media literacy program within an interactive, student centered, self-esteem 

building framework may potentially be a safe and effective way for reducing factors for 

eating disorders” (Wade et al, 2003, p. 381).   These intervention studies suggest that a 
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curriculum that teaches specifically about media and health can lead to more healthy 

outcomes for students.   Kline, Stewart, and Murphy (2006) assert that studies like these 

have an objective of “preparing students for citizenship in a risky consumer society” (p. 

141) by educating them about the benefits and risks associated with media consumption 

practices.   For instance, in a study of the impact of media literacy on 4th grade girls’ 

perceptions of their bodies, new understandings emerged in the intervention group.   

These girls were able to demonstrate consciousness that computers often distort images 

of women in the media and clearly identify stereotypes of overweight people used in 

various media messages (Fuller, Damico, & Rodgers, 2004).    

Critical media literacy programs also show promise in reducing stereotype 

accessibility.   Ramasubramanian (2007) suggests that “because racial stereotypes in the 

media serve to justify, reinforce, and perpetuate hostile and benevolent racism, focused 

research effort on strategies to undermine and eventually eliminate stereotypes is 

important” (p. 249) and that 

Media literacy training helps audiences read news stories critically by observing 
how news media often serve to rationalize existing social norms and expectations.   
The assumption is that when media consumers become more conscious of the role 
of media in actively shaping social reality, they will be less likely to be influenced 
by the biased, unidimensional portrayals of racial groups in the media (p. 252).  

 
Mitigation of the harmful effects of media stereotyping is a goal of many media literacy 

programs, especially those that are critical in nature.   These programs focus on the 

possible effects of educating students to not only recognize stereotypes which proliferate 

throughout the media but also to question the reasons behind the powerful groups that 

produce media bound to these stereotypes. 
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As an important note for future research and for media literacy education 

pedagogy, an intervention study on anti-smoking initiatives by Banerjee and Greene 

(2007) found that media literacy interventions work best when accompanied with a 

production workshop as well.   As Walsh (2007) and Van Heertum and Share (2006) 

suggest, new critical media literacy education should include production opportunities for 

students.   Production opportunities are not only valid instructional tools, they also offer 

authentic and engaging experiences from which students can pull their from their own 

personal experiences with media like MySpace or Facebook or YouTube and learn 

valuable technical skills which will be useful in the economic context of their adulthood.    

Erstad, Gilje, and de Lange (2007) agree, and state 

The students engage in activities that are linked to an existing media culture 
outside the school context.   This stimulates them to use their experience from 
informal settings in a framework there these productions are formally assessed (p. 
194). 
 

They go on to note that “media education functions as a ‘transactional learning space’ 

between the informal use of different media and the formal structures of learning in 

schools” (p. 195).   These transactional learning spaces offer an important addition to 

traditional media literacy; students learn to analyze the media, dissect media sources and 

determine their own truths, and then they enter the world of media creation, exhibiting 

control over the very things they have learned to analyze. 

Similarities in Media Literacy Curricula 

 Although many of the media literacy programs studied recently have differing 

curricular objectives, the research does focus on classrooms wherein many of the 

methods are similar.   Some of these similarities include an approach “that emphasizes 
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constructivist, interdisciplinary, collaborative, non-hierarchical, and inquiry-based 

processes of learning” (Hobbs & Frost, 2003, p. 334). These classrooms allow students to 

work together to construct meaning through “doing,” through performing tasks and 

collaborating to form collective and individual understandings (Hobbs & Frost, 2003; 

Walsh, 2007).    

Hands-on learning, communication based strategies, and a focus on creativity are 

abundant throughout the literature (Covington, 2004; Eken, 2003; Yates, 2002; Vargas, 

2006).   If teachers wish to present media analysis as an on-going puzzle to be solved, the 

mystery must be handed over to students to begin solving with tools and skills provided 

and developed in the classroom setting.   A teacher-centered approach will not inculcate 

the necessary interest or skills for students to continue to approach media sources with an 

inquisitive and educated perspective. Ramasubramanian (2007) suggests that “if people 

have the motivation to be accurate and have cognitive resources available, they will likely 

use deliberative, individuating information” to analyze media sources and keep from 

traditional stereotyping.   Deliberation and doing, then, are the heart of an effective media 

literacy curriculum.  

  Student opinions, personal experiences, and knowledge of media and technology 

should also guide curriculum development and teaching (Maness, 2004; Walsh, 2007).   

As Walsh (2007) notes, “Literacy education, if it is to make any consequential difference 

in students’ life trajectories, has to extend beyond the school…(and) view youths’ 

creative design – or the social and cultural capitals they possess in fields other than 

school – as significant…” (p. 84).   As noted previously, today’s youth are inundated by a 

multitude of media sources, and are saturated by media messages.   To disregard their 
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knowledge of media would be to disregard their power and their understanding of a focal 

point of their lives.   Student voice can enrich the curriculum and can be emancipatory if 

it is coupled with the proper analytical skills and civic dispositions. 

 Another important factor in critical media literacy education is that in order to 

teach literacy about a specific medium, teachers must make use of the specific medium 

and allow their students to do the same (Edens & McCormick, 2000; Erstad, Gilje, & 

Lange, 2007; O’Brien et al., 2007).   For this reason, the most recent research points to 

teacher use of media as an instructional tool, but also to student production as a valuable 

and necessary component of media literacy strategies.   However, as Erstad et al. (2007) 

warn, using technology in the classroom setting limits this factor of media literacy to 

schools and communities that can afford the appropriate technology.   The concern then 

becomes, who is left without an effective media literacy curriculum?   The answer most 

certainly is that those without the resources, those that probably need the curriculum the 

most, are left behind. 

The Critical Component: Towards Empowerment 

 Critical media literacy takes learning how to dissect, analyze, and reflect on the 

media to another level, that of critical inquiry.   Reflective dialogue and critical 

consciousness are important components of critical media literacy.   This critical 

approach goes beyond traditional pedagogies which encourage critical thinking and 

critical viewing to empower students to understand (demystify) the complex political and 

socio-economic structures shaping their lives.   Because the mass media is one of the 

most entrenched structures in our society, and because schools are necessarily political, a 

strong media literacy program should include teaching strategies and knowledge that 
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empower students to understand why inequalities exist and how they can counteract the 

negative impact placed upon them by the societal structures that proliferate these 

inequalities. Kellner & Share (2005) define critical media literacy as “analyzing media 

culture as products of social production and struggle and teaching students to be critical 

of media representations and discourses, but also stressing the importance of learning 

to use the media as modes of self-expression and social activism” (p. 372).   As 

Kincheloe (2004) points out  

School curriculum should in part be shaped by problems that face teachers and 
students in their effort to live just and ethical lives…such critical analysis 
engenders a healthy and creative skepticism on the part of the students.   It moves 
them to problem pose…it induces them to look askance at, for example, oil 
companies’ claims in their TV commercials that they are and have always been 
environmentally friendly organizations (p. 16-17). 

 
Critical media literacy is also viewed as a potential curriculum for stereotype and 

racism reduction (Ramasubramanian, 2007). Ramasubramanian (2007) notes that, “Due 

to the ubiquitous nature of media stereotypes, biased information inevitably becomes 

incorporated into ‘common knowledge’ or schemata that viewers form about stereotyped 

groups,” and media literacy education can work to mediate the harmful effects of media 

on these negative and often incorrect racial stereotypes. 

In her study of a media literacy program designed for Latina teens, Vargas (2006) 

used a Freireian approach to establish a culturally sensitive critical media literacy 

program based upon the unique experiences of her transnational Latina students.   Her 

approach (which she termed TCML, transnational critical media literacy) was based upon 

empowering students with a set of competencies like critical thinking about media, 

production of media and “the ability to examine the connections between media practices 
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and subjectivity; and the ability to understand the political economics of global media 

conglomerates, their power as socializing agents, and their role in the constitution of 

identities” (p. 269).   Vargas found success with the participants who attended her class 

regularly.   They were able to see negative stereotypes and connect media images with 

their own lives. 

Like Vargas, other researchers identify their students’ current knowledge and 

experience as vital informants of teaching critical media literacy.   Maness (2004) asserts 

“media education cannot be effective until teachers find out what students already 

understand about the popular media” (p. 46).    Eken (2003) describes a film literacy 

curriculum as successful because of its appeal to students who enjoy film on a regular 

basis in their lives away from school.   And Hobbs and Frost (2003) suggest that 

enlarging the diversity of “texts” students are exposed to in school by including a media 

literacy curriculum will lead to increased learning, because that learning about the media 

is relevant to students’ home cultures and ways of knowing, an important aspect of 

critical pedagogy.  

Another important aspect of educating students through critical media literacy for  

democratic citizenship is that of raising awareness of the hidden curriculum, that is “all of 

the unrecognized and sometimes unintended knowledge, values, and beliefs that are part 

of the learning process in schools and classrooms” (Horn, 2003, p. 298). Critical media 

literacy in the United States, which is meant to foster the goals of democratic citizenship 

education, should be democratic in nature and should promote the questioning of 

homogenizing, middle class, white American values as well as commercial messages 

meant to benefit corporate American elite. Horn (2003) contends that media provides one 
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of the most significant sources of the hidden curriculum and “In our market-driven 

information society, educators, students, and parents live in a media saturated 

environment and bring the knowledge, values, and beliefs of media representations into 

the school environment” (p. 298). Teaching students to critically analyze the media for 

hidden messages can help to liberate them through awareness and allow them to be more 

effective and discriminating citizens (Hobbs & Frost, 2003). 

When teachers help to make students aware of the dominating socio-political and 

economic structures, including the media, one negative drawback can be that students 

will feel overwhelmed and pessimistic, like they can do nothing substantial to make 

positive social change in a world dominated by power elites.   Yates (2003) notes this 

potential problem and explains, “Critical empowerment strategies are important for 

students to learn because they help students to realize they have the ability to make a 

difference, despite the seeming omnipotence of the mass media” (p. 2).   Empowerment 

in critical media literacy occurs through several levels of teaching and learning.   Thoman 

(1999) points out that the goal of critical media education should be “to help learners 

control the interpretation of what they see or hear, rather than let the interpretation 

control them” (p. 50). The steps in empowering students to do this begin with educating 

students about the methods and motives of the construction of reality in the media.   

Critical media literacy focuses on teaching young people to ask questions of their media 

sources, to analyze the sources closely, to reflect upon   their learning, and then to engage 

in the empowerment spiral’s final step: action and advocacy (Thoman, 1999; Vargas, 

2006).       
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Links to Self-Efficacy  

Beyond its pedagogical purposes, critical media literacy education should also be 

tied to increased self-efficacy and confidence in understanding and using mass media. 

Self-efficacy is the personal perception that one is competent in performing a task and the 

belief that in performing that task, they will yield positive outcomes. Without a strong 

self-efficacy towards media, young people may feel harnessed to the often inaccurate and 

demeaning notions proliferated throughout the media: “Media acts as socializing agents 

and thus may influence the construction and perpetuation of social constructs, such as 

appropriate or inappropriate social behavior and selection and/or acceptance of gender 

roles” (Ziegler, 2007, p. 75). Van Heertum and Share (2006) echo this concern and 

suggest that “by providing representations of identity and preferable normative behaviour 

(sic), it can be argued that television, movies, videogames, music, and magazines 

increasingly define not only the bounds of the discussion but its content as well” (p. 254).    

Competence and self-efficacy are linked with personal hands-on experiences 

(Laskowski, 2007, p. 354).   In a study of undergraduate students, Laskowski (2007) 

found that being involved in courses that emphasized the production of media led to 

increased self-efficacy regarding analysis of the media.   Seventy-two percent of students 

who had been involved with media production of some sort indicated in a survey that 

these experiences made them more critical of the manner in which they viewed and 

interpreted media sources. 

Media internalization, or the extent that people invest in societal ideals and 

stereotypes as established by the popular media, is another factor which can be mediated 

in part by critical media literacy.   According to Wilksch, Tiggemann, and Wade (2006), 
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“The approach [media literacy] aims to empower students to adopt a critical evaluation of 

media content so that they can identify, analyze, challenge, and propose alternatives to 

cultural ideas presented in the mass media” (p. 385).   In a study of media literacy as a 

curriculum tool aimed at mediating eating disorders in young women, Wade et al. (2005) 

concluded the “delivery of a media literacy program within an interactive, student-

centered, self-esteem building framework may potentially be a safe and effective way of 

reducing risk factors for eating disorders” (p. 381). 

In their discussion of a study of undergraduate media self-efficacy, Hofstetter, 

Zuniga, and Dozier (2001) recommend that media literacy education be seen as nurturing 

media consumers’ self-efficacy. Importantly, the same study finds that “media self-

efficacy is also related to political self-efficacy and political participation,” (Hofstetter et 

al., 2001) although this relationship was not proven to be directly correlational. 

Furthermore, media self-efficacy is linked with use and gratification with the media.   

The Hofstetter et al study (2001) found that that skills for making use of the media to 

obtain what is desired (i.e. information, companionship, or diversion) is linked closely 

with an understanding of credibility of a media source.   When people believe a media 

source to be credible, their self-efficacy in this area increases.   Because media self-

efficacy can help to mediate the harmful effects of media consumption and can be 

attributed to increased political participation, it becomes necessary for media literacy 

educators to focus on developing a positive media self-efficacy in students. 

O’Brien, Beach, and Scharber (2007) conducted a study aimed at finding out if 

middle school students who struggled with traditional literacy would find more success 

and feel more competent when instruction was media rich.   Although the study was 
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focused on English Language Arts and reading skills and not on media literacy, the 

findings are important to the idea of self-efficacy.   The study found that “when media-

rich activities helped learners connect their various lived worlds, they were so immersed 

in the activities that they persevered through difficulties and developed agency without 

concern for competence” (p. 69).   This study showed that self-efficacy towards literacy 

increased even when actual skills did not.   For this reason, it is important that media 

literacy activities not only empower students but also help them to refine their skills in 

dissection and analysis of media and that an increase in self-efficacy is linked to an 

increase in skills. 

Furthermore, it is incredibly important to highlight a point mentioned previously.  

Effective critical media literacy curriculum offer students the technology and the time to 

create media messages of their own.  Johnson and Liber (2008) conducted a study to 

demonstrate the effectiveness of giving students the locus of control when making use of 

technology.  They relied upon Bandura’s (1997) theories of self-efficacy and framed their 

study on the following idea: “to know well is to know how to act efficaciously” (p. 10).  

The authors found that students had to be given the opportunity to exploit the technology 

around them instead of using technology as a side bar to their education.  Johnson and 

Liber (2008) argue that there the growing need for learners to “become more autonomous 

through technology will increasingly become essential to their self-efficacy” (p. 14).    

Links to Citizenship Education 

“Democratic education – publicly supported education that is defensible 
according to a democratic ideal – should educate children so that they are 
capable of assuming the rights and correlative responsibilities of equal 
citizenship” (Gutman, 2003). 
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Beyond the scope of aiding students in development of a positive media self-

efficacy which can lead to democratic participation, critical media literacy can also have 

the direct and indirect effects of promoting the values of citizenship education by helping 

students to become capable of their responsibility of informed citizenship.   Media 

literacy curricula offer students the skills to critically analyze news and other information 

sources to find the most credible information from which to make important decisions.   

Hobbs and Frost (2003) point out: 

As students practice questioning media and other information, they may begin a 
process of internal questioning every time they encounter media messages without 
prompting from the teacher.   According to Tyner (1998), ‘it is the hope of critical 
pedagogists that this habit will create critically autonomous citizens, who question 
information and authority as a matter of course’ (p. 199)” (p. 334). 
 

They continue that media literacy “may help learners to better situate themselves in a 

sociopolitical context” (p. 351).   Kline, Stewart, and Murphy (2006) discuss the 

pendulum swing in education away from Regan-era media education focused purely on 

technological skill acquisition and away from protectionist pedagogies which focused 

upon keeping children away from certain types of harmful media content towards a 

newer form of media literacy that prepares critical and informed citizens.   As they note, 

“Future citizens need to know not only how to read and write in various media, but also 

to understand the contextual factors that influence how information becomes distorted or 

biased” (p. 144).  

McDevitt & Kiousis (2006) link media literacy with deliberative learning for civic 

engagement.  They assert that consuming the media and understanding its political 

messages is highly important to two primary civic education priorities: developing 
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cognitive competencies in political expression and using interpersonal exchanges to 

develop opinion validation.  The development of civic engagement is aligned well with 

media literacy curricula that includes activities which “mirror the range of behaviors that 

encompass deliberative citizenship: news use, discussion, opinion formation, and 

participation” (McDevitt & Kiousis, 2006, p. 251). 

 The promotion of civic competence, then, relies heavily on media literacy.  If 

preparation for democratic citizenship is a goal of public education, then media literacy 

must be a part of that goal.  Active and informed citizens must be able to make informed 

decisions about their media consumption and have the skills to analyze media messages 

to form their own opinions on subjects of societal concern. 
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Methodology 

 In developing a sound methodological framework for conducting my teacher 

action research study, I took the following steps.  First, I determined the theoretical 

context in which I would situate my methods and my analysis.  This was determined in 

part from my own constructivist philosophy, although my theoretical context was also 

informed by my review of the literature.  I then developed a curricular model for teaching 

my Current Events course and began planning for systematic data collection.  My data 

collection and data analysis plans were framed by my situation as a teacher (and person 

of power over students), my access to various forms of data, and the requirements 

developed by the University of Nevada, Reno Institutional Review Board.  Finally, I 

created a questionnaire and guided interview questions to be used as data gathering 

sources. And each of these steps towards developing my methodology were informed by 

my originally research questions: 

• How do middle school students learn about media literacy?  

• After taking an elective course focused on media literacy, how do students 

describe their self-efficacy related to use and consumption of the media? 

• What are students’ attitudes towards multiple media genre and media bias before 

and after a semester in a media literacy course? 

Theoretical and Methodological Framework 

My philosophy of education is based upon a constructivist view of learning and a 

belief that the purpose of public schools (broadly) and of social studies (in particular) 

should be to aid students in a journey towards thoughtful, engaged, and participatory 

citizenship through educational opportunities based upon a variety of methods which 
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include inquiry and experiential learning (Denzin & Lincoln, 2007; Dewey, 1916).  My 

goal is to foster the growth and development of civic knowledge, skills, and values as in 

Education for democratic citizenship: Decision making in the social studies (Engle & 

Ochoa, 1988). After several years in the classroom, I began to realize through anecdotal 

evidence arising in classroom discussions and through literature I was reading for 

professional reasons and through my master’s program, that students were exposed to the 

mass media for more time each week than to any other source of information like school, 

parents, social groups, and religious organizations.  I wondered how students could and 

should learn to process this barrage of media messages in a manner that would allow 

them to fulfill the duties of informed and active democratic citizenship.  I surmised that 

they needed a better understanding of the ways in which mass media shaped and framed 

their understanding and a repertoire of tools to use in analyzing the media and, if 

necessary, calling for changes to media institutions.  Action research seemed to provide a 

means towards discovering some of what I wanted to learn, to help me solve this 

“problem” I encountered in my own teaching and forecast ways to improve my teaching 

by noting that which worked and that which needed change (Patton, 2007, p. 221; 

Rossman & Rallis, 2003, p. 15). 

I made the decision to employ qualitative methods that would complement my 

goals of action research. According to Johnson (2005), “Action research can be defined 

as the process of studying a real school or classroom situation to understand and improve 

the quality of actions of instruction” (p. 21).   The action research process was meant not 

only to inform me in present and future classroom settings and curriculum construction, 

but also inform academic research and theories in media literacy education.  This dual 
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purpose allowed me to feel empowered in my own classroom setting while promoting 

best practices as showcased in the recent literature.  In essence, my action research was 

based upon the idea that projects like this can narrow the gap between education theory 

and research as supplied by those in academia and the actual practices of classroom 

teachers (Johnson, p. 25-26).   Because the research was qualitative, a certain reflexivity 

was assumed throughout the process. I was not only the teacher but also the researcher, 

and therefore, as a researcher I was involved in a face to face manner each day with the 

participants (students) in the study. Rossman and Rallis (2003) note the importance of the 

interpretative and reflexive nature of qualitative research, and urge researchers to situate 

their methods within a particular paradigm so as to be aware of the life experiences and 

world views that will shape their interpretation.  I monitored the ways in which my 

constructivist paradigm shaped my thinking through my own reflective journals as well 

as weekly conversations with an instructional coach at my school who was involved as a 

co-researcher.  

My instructional coach was a peer with whom I collaborated often during the 

previous four years, and when she took on the new position of an instructional coach, she 

chose me to represent a master teacher with model classes to observe and offered her help 

in coaching me on any specific areas I requested.  I believed that her ability to observe 

classes for student engagement and learning as well as her willingness to use cognitive 

coaching techniques to help me in guided reflection would be important assets to my 

study.  Her new position mandated that she collect data from her model classroom, and 

thus, a mutually beneficial relationship resulted. We discussed and analyzed the ways in 
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which I responded to stimuli as both a teacher and as a researcher and worked together to 

critically reflect upon the nature of the resulting interpretations of data. 

Because this research is based on my own beliefs in a constructivist philosophy 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2007; Dewey, 1916), wherein I try to create favorable conditions for 

students to transact with new knowledge and make use of new skills to solve the real 

world problem of understanding and effectively employing the media, the research 

completed in the classroom environment was based upon open ended and systematic data 

collection and analysis, and made use of many precepts of grounded theory (Johnson, 

2005, pg. 23). Strauss and Corbin (1998) describe the model of grounded theory in the 

following way: 

A researcher does not begin a project with a preconceived theory in mind…. 
Rather, the researcher beings with an area of study and allows the theory to 
emerge from the data. Theory derived from data is more likely to resemble the 
‘reality’ than is theory derived by putting together a series of concepts based upon 
experience or solely through speculation…Grounded theories, because they are 
drawn from data, are likely to offer insight, enhance understanding, and provide a 
meaningful guide to action” (p. 12).  
 

Setting  

The research study took place at a newly constructed high school in a mid-sized 

city in the Western United States.  Unique to its region, school district, and state, the 

school housed students from grades 7-12.  The school was built in 2003 due to the 

demands of a rapidly growing population.  It was built nearer to the outskirts of the city, 

rather than at the center, and is physically surrounded by many housing developments 

that are less than ten years old.  The school is home to a large white, middle class student 

population, but the school is far from homogeneous.  The school actually serves an area 

far beyond the middle class neighborhood community and, thus, has some socio-
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economic diversity.  In the 2007-2008 school year, the school had a total population of 

1801 students.  The demographic breakdown by race and ethnicity was as follows: 69.8% 

White, 5.4% African American/Black, 18% Hispanic, 6.1% Asian/Pacific Islander, and 

1.6% American Indian. Nineteen percent of students received free and reduced lunches, 

12.4 received special education services and had individualized education plans, and 

three percent were considered by law to be Limited English Proficient 

(www.______.k12.__.us).   

The classroom environment wherein the study took place is bright and cheerful, 

with the walls full of both student work and professional posters.  Due to the variety of 

subjects I teach in this room, one might see a wall dedicated to Geography next to 

another with a large poster of the Bill of Rights and construction paper letters detailing 

“Themes of American Democracy,” next to another with bulletins ranging from 

“Vocabulary” to “WOW: Wonderful Work” to “College Matters.”  The classroom 

contains 37 desks with chairs to support the larger classes, and the desks are placed 

together in groups of five or six to create “tables” where students can work together 

cooperatively.  Students enter the classroom each day after I greet them at the door and 

are expected to begin working quietly on a journal prompt of some sort.  There is only 

one classroom rule: Respect everyone and everything at all times, and classroom 

management is dictated by a set of citizenship rights and responsibilities as well as 

procedures.  Students seem to be very comfortable in this classroom as is noted by their 

willingness to work together and to contribute individually to class discussions. 

 

 

http://www.______.k12.__.us/
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Researcher as Participant 

Due to the nature of this study as interpretative action research, it is important to 

note my role as a participant, teacher, and as a researcher (Bucci, 2002; Patton, 2002). 

During the project, I studied my students’ reactions to the curriculum, and as such also 

studied my own teaching and learning in order to inform future improvements of the 

curricular and pedagogical models dictated by both my professional goals and student 

needs. My personal perspective and assumptions are crucial to understanding the research 

study. As Johnson (2005) notes, “You [the teacher researcher] are the lens through which 

a bit of classroom reality is described.  It is a given that this reality will be filtered 

through your own experiences and perceptions; however, you have the responsibility to 

present an accurate portrayal and to be as unbiased as possible (p. 62).  

 As a social studies educator in a public school, I teach several different subjects, 

most of which are based upon curriculum that I was able to design myself with approval 

of the school site and the school district.  The classes I teach are: 7th grade social studies 

(a required course that focuses upon early American history through 1800, cultural 

geography, and a semester of civics), Current Events (a one semester elective for 7th and 

8th graders with a focus on learning about the media and current issues), Law and Society 

(an elective for 9th-12th graders that provides a basic understanding of civil, criminal, and 

constitutional law), Senior Seminar (a course designed to ready seniors not only for 

college but also for making positive decisions as young citizens on their own), and 12th 

grade We the People® (a nationwide American government curriculum focused on 

constitutional theory, history, law, and its modern day relevance).  This particular action 
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research study was completed during the Spring semester of 2008 in my Current Events 

class (which met 90 minutes every other day).  The course catalog description reads:  

Current Events courses study political, economic and social issues facing society 

today.  These courses will focus on current issues at the local/state level and will 

examine selected issues from throughout the 20th century.  Students will research 

current issues and contemplate various solutions to these problems.  They will be 

encouraged through academic course work to embrace service learning and 

community involvement.  

 However, prior to the semester of study, I decided to refocus my curriculum 

around a defining concept, that of media literacy.  I began rewriting the curriculum based 

upon two primary points of interest: 1) my own philosophy of education and 2) a 

personal reaction to what I was learning about the effects of media on our society and the 

impotence expressed by many young people in regards to understanding, analyzing, and 

changing the mass media.   

Students as Participants 

The Current Events class of 2008 had an initial enrollment of 28 students (a 

smaller than average class size for the school), but only 24 students remained in the class 

for the entirety of the semester, with three students adding after the beginning of the 4th 

quarter.  The four students who left the class before the end of the semester and the three 

students who entered the class later were not considered participants in the study.  Eleven 

of the 24 participants were female and 13 were male.  The students were asked to self-

identify their race/ethnicity, although not every student completed this section of the 

questionnaire. Of those that did self-identify, most were Caucasian/White, but two 
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students were African American, one was Filipino American, one was Asian, one was 

Hispanic, and one was Indian/South Asian.  Five students were 7th graders, with the 

remaining students as eighth graders, and all students were between the ages of 12 and 14 

years old. Interestingly, although this was an elective course, a scheduling error caused 

only six of those students enrolled to have requested the class. 

The Current Events Media Literacy Curriculum 

 This action research project centered around a new curriculum that I developed in 

advance of the start of the semester while allowing for changes throughout as prescribed 

by students’ interest and needs.  The curriculum was based in part on research I had done 

for a literature review on media literacy, on my own pedagogical style, and on parts of a 

media literacy curriculum created by the non-profit Center for Media Literacy 

(http://www.medialit.org/), whose motto is “Empowerment Through Education.”  The 

Center for Media Literacy’s MediaLit Kit offers interactive and inquiry based lesson 

plans that are situated around five core concepts and questions about the media.  The core 

concepts are: 1) All media messages are constructed; 2) Media messages are constructed 

using a creative language with its own rules; 3) Different people experience the same 

media messages differently; 4) Media have embedded values and points of view; and 5) 

Most media messages are organized to gain profit and/or power (Kellner & Share, 2005; 

Thoman & Jolls, 2004).  In constructing my curriculum, I framed the media literacy 

content of my lessons around these core concepts and modified six of the 30 lessons 

provided to meet the needs of my classroom and teaching style. 

 

 

http://www.medialit.org/
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Data Sources 

 I chose to collect multiple data sources to aid my study.  First, I constructed a 

Likert-scale questionnaire of 57 questions about media consumption and self-efficacy.  

This questionnaire was taken by students very early in the semester and again near to the 

end of the semester.  The questionnaire (found in the Appendix) was based upon a scale 

of 1-7 with a 1 representing “almost never true” and a 7 representing “almost always 

true.”  The items were ordered randomly, and some items were written with the 

expectation that students’ self-scoring might increase over a semester focused on media 

literacy while other items would produce the opposite effect.  This was done so as to 

decrease the likelihood that students would see “higher” answers as “better” answers and 

so skew the results in order to please me.  An example of the way in which the questions 

might elicit both higher and lower responses after immersion in a curriculum focused on 

media literacy is as follows: Survey item #2 states, “I wonder who is making money from 

the media I view on the internet, in movies, on television, and in magazines.”  As a 

researcher, although I was open to the data emerging in ways I could not predict, I did 

suspect that student self-ratings would rise on this item over the semester, as I hoped that 

exposure to a curriculum that focused on learning about media literacy concepts would be 

internalized somewhat by students.  Conversely, certain survey items were written with 

some anticipation that self-ratings might decrease at the end of the semester.  

Questionnaire item #7 is an example: Media images of people are realistic. My 

hypothesis was that through various lessons centered around analyzing media sources for 

realism, students would begin to believe that the media did always not depict people 

accurately or realistically. 
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 I also created time during the beginning of the semester and near to the end of the 

semester to interview students in small focus groups (4-6 students) (Patton, 2007; 

Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  The initial interview questions were designed to be open 

ended and to guide the interviews without confining the interview to certain subjects if 

student answers flowed in a distinct direction.  The interview questions were as follows:  

1.  How would you define media literacy? (If you cannot define this term, what does 

media mean?  What does literacy mean?) 

a. Do you consider yourself to be media literate?  Why or why not? 

2. Why do you use media (internet, music, television, movies, video games, 

magazines)?  How much time do you use media for these purposes? 

a. How much time do you spend with a media source when it is not for these 

specific purposes? 

b. Do you make your own media? 

3. In what ways do you believe you are directly affected by the media (e.g. 

television, movies, advertisements, magazines, music, internet)? 

4. Is analyzing the media an important skill to have?  Why or why not? 

a. Why do you think we offer a class that teaches about it? 

5. Does an ability to analyze the media effectively make you a better citizen?  Why 

or why not? 

6. Do the media that you watch, read, listen to portray people and events accurately? 

a. Do you find media bias (one-sidedness) bothersome?   

b. Can media images and ideas be harmful?   

c. If media images can be harmful, what can you do about it?  
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7. Are there some media sources that are better than others?  Why or why not?  

What are some specific examples? 

a. Do you choose to buy, read, listen, watch, or hear certain media sources 

over others?  If so, what helps you make this choice? 

 Besides the questionnaire and the interviews, I also collected student work 

samples.  I collected some reflective journal pieces (one half page to full page of written 

work completed in class after completing a lesson) as well as students’ final exam short 

essay questions.  The short essay questions on the exam were open ended.  Students were 

asked to answer any three of the following: 1) Are you media literate? Why or why not?  

2) What is the most important thing(s) you learned about media in this class?  Explain.  3) 

Is media literacy related to good citizenship in a democracy?  Why or why not? 4) Are all 

people treated equally by the mass media?  Give examples to back up your answer.  5) Is 

there any difference in the way you view mass media sources now from the beginning of 

the semester?  Why or why not? 6) What can you do to make positive changes to the 

mass media?  Explain. 

 I also kept copies of project based alternative assessments, wherein students 

made their own media messages to inform others about media literacy core concepts.  

And my instructional coach kept detailed notes of eight classroom sessions that she 

observed.  Finally, I kept an occasional journal that helped to inform my weekly to 

biweekly meetings with my instructional coach.  These meetings were framed for open 

and systematic reflection with a peer who was skilled in cognitive coaching. 
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Data Collection 

This teacher action research study began in late January of 2008 and data 

gathering ended in late May 2008 for a total of 14 weeks and 35 ninety minute class 

sessions. (See Table I for a delineation of data collection dates.) Research methods for 

this study were varied and complementary. They included observations of class 

experiences and interviews conducted by myself and my instructional coach along with a 

teacher reflection journal, student work artifacts, and a student survey. Patton (2002) 

discusses the importance of using multiple methods when conducting qualitative research 

because “by using a combination of observations, interviewing, and document analysis, 

the fieldworker is able to use different data sources to validate and cross check 

findings…Using a combination of data types – triangulation… - increases validity as the 

strengths of one approach can compensate for the weaknesses of another approach” (p. 

306). Using several methods of data collection will provide triangulation and add 

credibility and rigor to the results. Johnson (2005) relates the following, 

“Triangulation…provides greater depth and dimension, thereby enhancing your accuracy 

and credibility.  In action research, triangulation is achieved by collecting different data 

sources, collecting data at different times, and by having other people review your data to 

check for accuracy and adjust your findings (pg. 83).” For this reason, I collected data at 

the beginning, middle, and end of the Spring 2008 semester and spent time both 

individually and jointly reviewing the data with my instructional coach.   
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Table I: Data Collection Schedule 

Dates of Collection Data Sources Collected 

1/24/08 Pre Questionnaire Administered 

1/24/08 

1/28/08 

1/30/08 

Initial Focus Group Interviews Conducted 

2/08 through 

5/08 

Student Work Samples Collected;  

Teacher Reflection Journals Composed; 

Field Notes Taken 

2/06/08 

2/13/08 

2/20/08 

3/05/08 

3/12/08 

3/26/08 

4/02/08 

4/09/08 

4/23/08 

5/07/08 

5/21/08 

Meetings with Instructional Coach;  

Reflection Journals Shared 

5/02/08 Post Questionnaire Administered 

5/06/08 

5/08/08 

Second Focus Group Interviews Conducted 

6/02/08 Final Exams Administered 
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One difficulty that arises in educational action research is that the teacher must 

make continual decisions and set ever changing priorities for documenting observations. 

It is impossible for any researcher to document every detail in field research. For me, as 

the teacher-researcher, this task was even more difficult. I could not possibly record (or 

even notice, for that matter) every detail of the classroom experience and had to make 

decisions about what exactly was worth noting. Patton (2002) explains the nature of this 

dilemma for field based researchers. “A participant observer must constantly make 

judgments about what is worth noting. Because it is impossible to observe everything, 

some process of selection is necessary. Plans made during design should be revised as 

appropriate when important new opportunities and sources of data become available” (p. 

302).  As the classroom teacher, I did not believe I could effectively teach the class and 

observe the class at the same time.  Beyond that, my comfort level in the classroom and 

my overt interest in the planning of instruction and the research model would have made 

it very difficult to observe in a objective manner.  Therefore, observational field notes 

were not an option for me.  For this reason, I enlisted the help of my instructional coach, 

who attended class sessions eight times to take field notes that focused on student 

responses to instruction and media resources as well as to one another as they interacted 

and tried to make sense of new knowledge.  

Data source #1: Likert-scale questionnaire. My instructional coach also 

administered a 56 item questionnaire during the third day of class and in mid-May, two 

weeks before the end of the semester.  Students were given the following directions by 

my instructional coach in completing the questionnaire:  
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“You will be completing a survey about your understanding and relationship to 
the media.  There are no right or wrong answers, and this is not for a grade in 
class.  We just want to find out more about the way you think.  The survey has 
statements about different topics.  You need to decide which number, 1-7, best 
represents how you feel.  Checking the box under a number one would mean that 
this is “Almost never true” for you, while checking the box under the number 7 
would mean it is “Almost always true.” The boxes for numbers 2-6 give you 
additional responses that fall in the middle.  If you have any questions about what 
a word means, please raise your hand so I can give you a definition.  If you have 
no idea how to answer a question, you may leave it blank.  Please take your time 
and be honest in answering these questions.” 
 

The survey was developed with 8th grade students as the target audience and as such I 

tried to develop questions with regard to the reading fluency and comprehensions of most 

8th graders. My instructional coach and my thesis advisor aided me in revising these 

questions so that they were easy to understand.  However, there were certain words that 

students asked the instructional coach to define as they were completing the 

questionnaire. These words included: minority, stereotypes, and portray.  After the 

instructional coach finished giving the survey, she explained to me the definitions she 

provided for the following words.  She explained that minority meant “a group that is 

different from the main or largest group in a place in terms of race or gender or religion.”  

She gave students an example that in our school there is a majority of Caucasian/white 

students and a minority of Latino students.  She explained that the word portray meant 

“to make something seem like,” and that a stereotype was “a belief about a group of 

people that may or may not be true of that group, like when people say that ‘girls are as 

good at sports as boys.’” 

Data source #2: Small group interviews. Small focus group interviews were 

completed during the 4th-6th class periods of the semester and during mid-May and were 

conducted jointly by myself and my instructional coach.  These interviews were meant to 
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provide for triangulation of the data obtained from the questionnaires, student work 

samples, and my reflective journals. In addition, the words of the students could provide 

me with a deeper understanding of their learning and their individual points of view.  In 

an interview setting, I could follow up on interesting student ideas and probe further into 

areas I did not fully understand (Patton, 2007).   

Like other methods used in this research study, the methods regarding the 

interviews coincided with the student participants’ needs. I chose to conduct small focus 

group interviews instead of individual interviews, because I believed that individual 

interviews could cause some students discomfort from feeling like they were “on the 

spot.”  I made the decision to conduct interviews with four or five students at a time, 

because large groups of more than six students could lead to some students retreating to 

anonymity and not responding to the interview questions (Patton, 2002). Rossman and 

Rallis (2003) found that “talking with high school students about curriculum and 

graduation requirements worked well in small groups. Ideas flowed and “popped” as one 

student shared his experiences, triggering recollections and insights with the others” (p. 

194). They went on to describe the importance of taping interview sessions. “In 

interviews, tapes are especially useful to capture quotes accurately while we are attending 

to the conversation…When we can make recordings, they serve to corroborate our notes” 

(Rossman & Rails, 2003, p. 256).  Patton (2002) concurs: “The raw data of interviews are 

the actual quotations spoken by interviewees.  Nothing can substitute for these data: the 

actual things said by real people.  That’s the prize sought by the qualitative inquirer” (p. 

380). We audio taped our interviews and the instructional coach and I took turns acting as 

primary interview facilitator and secondary facilitator in charge of taking interview notes.  
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These notes were of high importance to the transcriptionist, as they aided her in knowing 

who was speaking in the group of four or five students, and they became more vital to us 

when technical difficulties led to two of the second round interviews tapes recording in a 

very raw and difficult to decipher way.  This very problem is highlighted as a reason for 

taking good interview notes in Patton (2003, p. 383). 

 The first round of interviews occurred during class time and were completed by 

both the instructional coach and myself, while my student teacher acted as a substitute in 

my classroom and continued with instruction.  This situation with two interviewers 

seemed ideal, because one member could take notes of the student responses, while the 

other stayed attentive and asked probing questions to keep the dialogue flowing (Patton, 

2002). However, the second round of interviews were completed during class time by 

only one interviewer: either myself or the instructional coach because the school’s 

standardized testing schedule along with several school wide events limited the time we 

could give to interviews.  Initially, interview groups were chosen at random, that is, I 

picked one student from each table group without regard to anything in particular about 

the student with one exception: I wanted small focus groups that included both boys and 

girls.  For the second round of interviews, I used the same groups.  There were two 

primary reasons for this decision.  First, it allowed for student’s pre and post interview 

answers to be compared more easily after transcription.  And second, generally student 

responses will vary dependent upon the peers they surrounded by.  I wanted to maintain 

rigor in analyzing student interview responses at the beginning of the semester and at the 

end and believed that the possible changes in response would be more valid if they were 

interviewed with the same peer group.   
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The interviews were directed by a guide that listed semi-structured and open-

ended questions. According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), “The purpose of guided 

interviews is to elicit the participant’s world view. The researcher develops categories or 

topics to explore but remains open to pursuing topics that the participant brings up…The 

balance of talk, then, is in favor of the participant” (p. 181). The open-ended questions 

were not meant to elicit particular responses. Rather, they were written to “allow the 

person being interviewed to select from the person’s full repertoire of possible responses 

those that are most salient” (Patton, 2002, p. 354). During the interviews we also asked 

students probes and follow-up questions, but did so in a spirit of finding out more about 

student’s own ideas about the media and media literacy instead of manipulating their 

responses to get to the heart of the research questions.  Because we were very cognizant 

of our ability as teachers of the students to frame the interviews in a way that would 

preempt certain types of responses, we tried to keep our interviews very open ended.  We 

also tried to offer support and recognition responses to let “the interviewee(s) know from 

time to time that the purpose of the interview was being fulfilled” (Patton, 2002, p. 375). 

Data source #3: Student work samples. I also collected student work samples 

during the semester.  I collected a student work sample approximately every three weeks 

and focused on journal activities (because students were instructed that these were not 

graded for content and were meant for them to write about what they thought instead of a 

correct answer) and unit projects that were created in line with the media literacy 

curriculum and my research questions.  When I collected these samples, I did not choose 

particular pieces of student work to highlight and collect.  Instead I collected the chosen 

assignments from every student.  The purpose of this collection was two-fold.  First, I did 
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not know which students had been granted permission to participate in the study, and 

second, I wanted to use student work to validate or contradict my findings in the other 

data sources.  These work samples were used as a final source for triangulation. The 

collection of student work added to observations and interviews by providing a rich and 

contextual glimpse into student learning. This material culture, created by the students, 

offered additional data to support student interactions with one another and their 

responses to in class oral activities and out of class interviews (Patton, 2002). 

Data source #4: Field notes and teacher reflection journal. I asked my 

instructional coach to take notes in the manner outlined by Rossman and Rallis (2003).  

The observation guide in their book, Learning in the Field: An Introduction to 

Qualitative Research, states that the field researcher should observe to: understand the 

context, see tacit patterns, see patterns people are unwilling to talk about, provide direct 

personal experience and knowledge, and move beyond the selective perceptions of both 

the researcher and participants.  In addition, the field researcher has to observe the 

following while taking thick, descriptive notes: the social system including both formal 

and informal patterns of interaction, the ways that students organized themselves, the 

tacit rules in operation, recurring events, and activities and actions including the sequence 

of events, time sampling, and unplanned activities (pp. 194-196).   The notes were 

valuable in that I could not remember exactly what students had said during class 

discussions, and when students were working in small groups, I was able to gather more 

data because there were two of us in the classroom.  These notes also provided an 

interesting foray into what students would express in normal classroom activities versus 

that which they would say in more formalized interviews and questionnaires. 
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 The final piece of data to be collected was a personal journal. I wanted to 

document my own understanding of the research process and important classroom 

observations as a way to remember personal insights of the classroom community and 

learning process and to share these with my instructional coach.  However, this data 

sources did prove problematic. Due to personal time constraints and an abhorrence to 

journaling, I kept few journals and my writing was sporadic and uneven.  That is, I did 

not follow through on my initial plan of writing a short entry after each class, and my 

entries were piecemeal and not written in a rigorous or systematic manner as described by 

both Johnson (2005) and Patton (2002).  

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed both during the Spring 2008 semester as a way to monitor 

student need and make changes to data collection and methods if necessary.  Although I 

would not begin true data analysis until after data collection had ended, I followed the 

cue of Patton (2002):  

In the course of fieldwork, ideas about directions for analysis will occur. Patterns 
take shape.  Possible themes spring to mind…Ideas for making sense of the data 
that emerge while still in the field constitute the beginning of analysis….In 
essence, when data collection has formally ended and it is time to begin the final 
analysis, the investigator has two primary sources to draw from in organizing the 
analysis: (1) the questions that were generated during the conceptual and design 
phases of the study, prior to fieldwork, and (2) analytic insights and 
interpretations that emerged during data collection (pp.436-437).   
 
Students own life experiences, prior knowledge, and subjective interpretations 

dictated several changes in both the manner in which the class was taught and the manner 

in which the research was conducted (Johnson, 2005).  For instance, after substantial 

positive feedback on a short video used to initiate a discussion, I included several other 
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video clips throughout the semester when beginning discussions of controversial 

material.  The frankness of the documentary filmmakers regarding these issues seemed to 

elicit more honesty and curiosity from the students that when I relayed the same 

information through another form of direct instruction.  In the constructivist tradition, I 

wanted to provide more opportunities for this student inquisitiveness (Patton, 2002).  But 

because I wished to root my research in grounded theory, I consistently refrained from 

assuming an answer to the research questions in order that could instead be informed by 

the results of the study.  

In my reflections I often focused on remembering my goal, which was to use the 

data to truly enrich and adapt further teaching in this area, so although I had began to see 

a pattern of student engagement with short video segments and wanted to use more of 

these to test their potential with increased student interest, I did not make any final 

conclusions about this until after I had analyzed several data sources over the semester.  

Because of the preceding points, my research was not necessarily linear in fashion 

(Johnson, 2005, p. 7). When the data collected led me in a new direction, my research 

followed, in what Patton (2007) terms emergent design flexibility which “stems from the 

open-ended nature of naturalistic inquiry as well as pragmatic considerations” (p. 44). An 

example of this came in targeting certain aspects of our end of the semester interviews 

with students to coincide with their classroom behaviors and their answers to the original 

interview questions. I dropped certain questions from the initial interview, because our 

other data sources did not demonstrate a need to pursue that particular line of 

questioning. Another example is that when I saw several students in class connect 

personally with a topic, I then found additional resources and created more lessons that 
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allowed them to explore the subject.  For instance, nearly every racial minority student 

highlighted in a mid-semester reflection journal piece that they were angry about the fact 

that in many advertisements, people of color are situated “lower” than Caucasians and 

that African American female models are often portrayed as animalistic. Due to this 

interest, I created assignments wherein students could find advertising that either 

supported or negated the theory that this occurred often in mass marketing in the United 

States. 

Data source #1: Likert-scale questionnaire. I first analyzed the questionnaire 

data.  I created an Excel spreadsheet that listed question number and wording along the 

left axis and participant information like participant number (not name), their gender, and 

their race on the top axis. (All students were matched with a number by the instructional 

coach, so that I would not know who had agreed to participate in the study. My 

instructional coach numbered the questionnaires and removed student names before I was 

able to look at the data.)  For each question number, each participant had a pretest column 

and a post test column available on the spreadsheet.   

I entered student answers for the pretest into the spreadsheet in early February.  

This initial survey data was categorized according to whether or not there was a 

concentration of low or high answers.  For this survey, a concentration was deemed 

present if 60% or more of the students rated themselves either in the 1-3 section of the 

Likert scale (low) or 5-7 section (high). During this fairly brief process of exploring the 

data for a general review, I noted that student answers were quite literally all across the 

board and that there was no question or group of questions that popped out because most 

or all responses were either low or high. My instructional coach looked at the spreadsheet 
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data separately and confirmed my thoughts: there were no overt patterns to this original 

survey data except for that there were large differences between students in the way they 

answered items.  We decided to leave these data until we had the second round of 

questionnaires with which to compare the first. 

After the second questionnaires were imputed into the Excel spreadsheet in June, 

I made the decision that the first patterns I would look for in the data would be framed 

around student responses that either went up two or more points or went down two or 

more points per question.  This choice of analysis was based on personal experience with 

taking and administering surveys.  In my own view, on a seven point scale, it was likely 

that a person could easily answer one point up or down from their original answer 

without much actual movement in their personal attitudes, because the subjective 

wording of Likert-scales made it difficult to place yourself determinedly on a certain 

number.  To keep track of my findings I highlighted the cells in adjacent columns under 

participants (pre and post questionnaire answers) either blue if their answers increased 

two or more points or yellow if their answers decreased two or more points. 

I then decided it would be appropriate to run basic descriptive statistical 

calculations on the results of the pre and post questionnaire responses. Although this was 

not a mixed-methods study, it seemed that a basic statistical analysis could better inform 

the qualitative data sources (Creswell & Plano Clark (2007).  Before I could proceed with 

calculating the mean of and the mean difference for both pre and post questionnaire totals 

as well as individual items, it was incumbent upon me to analyze my survey items to 

determine whether my hypothesis assumed that student responses would increase or 

decrease after a semester in a class with a focused media literacy curriculum.  As 
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mentioned earlier, I had constructed the questionnaire in a manner that did not 

presuppose that a higher number was a better score in order to keep students for aiming 

towards higher numbers in the self-reporting.  My instructional coach and I worked 

together to determine the questions that we theorized would have lower responses on the 

post survey.  We then inverted the number responses on each of those items in order to 

develop results that should show an overall increase in scores.  To accomplish this, we 

changed the responses on the following survey items: #4, #7, #8, #9, #11, #32, #41, #42, 

and #51.  Responses were inverted using the following formula: 1=7, 2=6, 3=5, and 4=4.   

I then calculated the mean for 1) each item by student on the pre questionnaire, 2) each 

item by student on the post questionnaire, 3) each student’s overall score on the pre 

questionnaire, 4) each student’s overall score on the post questionnaire, 5) the entire 

group of participants total score on the pre questionnaire, and 6) the entire group of 

participants total score on the post questionnaire.  In addition, I calculated the differences 

between pre and post on each of the above means. 

Data source #2: Small group interviews. After the initial six group interviews 

were completed in late January, I sent the guided interview questions, audiotape files that 

had been converted to MP3 files, and copies of the interview notes to a transcriptionist 

who sent back the raw data in a word processing format.  In early March, my 

instructional coach and I read through the data silently (but together in the same room) 

and made little changes when we both confirmed that the transcriptionist had made a 

minor error in which student had made a particular statement.  We did this using both our 

collective memory of the interviews and our interview notes. We then decided to meet 

back in a week to discuss our individual understandings of themes that we believed were 
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recurring in these interviews. In order to enhance the credibility of the data analysis, we 

agreed that we would each read the transcripts of the audio taped interviews several times 

in order to “get a sense of the whole” (Patton, 2002, p. 440).   

We each coded the data separately by searching for recurrent or profound ideas 

(pattern recognition) and then developed categories and themes together.  When we met 

to develop these themes, we took turns discussing the ideas that had jumped out at us and 

negotiated for several hours to establish common themes to use when coding the data.  

We found that Rossman and Rallis (2003) were correct in their analysis of generating 

themes: “This phase of data analysis is the most difficult, complex, ambiguous, creative, 

and fun” (p. 282).  And as predicted by Rossman and Rallis (2003), as beginning 

researchers, we experienced confusion between categories and themes in the interview 

data.  We searched for meaning in what the students said, but in the end we came to our 

categories through a manner more consistent with analyst-constructed categories (Patton, 

2002; Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  This is in part because it was difficult to separate the 

interview data from our own understandings of what we observed happening in class. 

When we agreed on several categories and gave each a letter of the alphabet so that we 

could code the transcripts with those letters.  We then each individually coded the initial 

transcript with these letters and came back together to discuss our coding.   We each 

coded two places in the interview that the other did not see, but after a short and reasoned 

discussion, we agreed that these four statements should be coded as recurrent categories. 

Our strategy for coding the second round of interviews was similar, with a few 

notable differences. First, because we had interviewed student groups separately, we 

decided it was imperative that we read through the transcripts of one another’s interviews 
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and ask questions if clarification was needed. We also approached this set of interviews 

with categories that had been previously established.  We agreed that we would add 

categories in our individual analysis of the interviews if there was a need.  When we 

came back together to discuss categories that had emerged for each of us, deliberated 

about our differences in categories, constantly referring back to the transcripts and finally 

determined to add a few categories to our original recurrent categories.   

Data source #3: Student work samples. During the semester, I collected several 

assignments from all students but did not analyze these assignments until after the 

semester had ended.  I then read through or watched (Some student work samples were 

PowerPoint presentations and videos.) these samples three times.  The first time, I read 

through just to familiarize myself with the student work.  The second time I went through 

student work I began to take note of ideas that either supported or contradicted the 

themes that were emerging from my previous analysis of student interviews and 

questionnaires.  The third time I read through or viewed the work, I did so with specific 

thematic categories in mind. I made use of the recurrent categories that had emerged 

during my analysis of interviews.  I read through student work samples three more times 

during data analysis searching for specific quotable material to reinforce other results. 

Data source #4: Field notes and teacher reflection journals. The field notes taken 

by my instructional coach and my reflection journals were reviewed nearly every week 

during our reflection meetings, and through the cognitive coaching process, we spent 

approximately 16 hours immersed in the data and discussing our observations. 

I also re-analyzed my instructional coach’s field notes at the same time as I 

analyzed student work samples, because often, her notes coincided with or preceded class 
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periods in which I collected student work samples.  During this analysis, I not only 

referred to the recurrent themes mentioned above, I also looked for evidence of student 

learning and engagement and tried to determine reasons for more or less of this evidence.  

My reflection journals, though sparse, did add some insight to the theme of student 

engagement, as I noted certain teaching strategies that seemed to provide for greater 

student interest.   

  



55 
 

Results 

 After a semester long study of my students and their work with the newly created 

media literacy curriculum for Current Events, I began to construct my own 

understandings related to my original research questions: 

• How do middle school students learn about media literacy?  

• After taking an elective course focused on media literacy, how do students 

describe their self-efficacy related to use and consumption of the media? 

• What are students’ attitudes towards multiple media genre and media bias before 

and after a semester in a media literacy course? 

While keeping in mind that my action research study was meant to inform my future 

teaching in the area of media literacy, I analyzed data to look for recurring themes that 

would help me to better understand how students experience and report their learning 

about media literacy and how this is evidenced by their attitudes and beliefs about their 

own ability to analyze the media (their self-efficacy).  In analyzing the data in the form of 

a pre/post questionnaire, interviews, student work samples, classroom observations by an 

instructional coach, and my own reflective journals, I began to construct and assemble 

several themes for each of my original research questions.  In this chapter, I will relate 

these findings by detailing the evidence of each theme as a subheading of each question; 

that is, I will first restate the question and then delineate my findings theme by theme.  

Question #1: How Do Middle School Students Learn About Media Literacy? 

 There were four themes that I constructed during my data analysis in regards to 

the ways in which students in my class were able to learn to process information about 

the media and media literacy.  The four themes were 1) Students are better able to discuss 



56 
 

and analyze media sources once they have spent time learning about media literacy and 

they have attained a common vocabulary related to the subject; 2) Students were engaged 

in analyzing media literacy concepts when there was an opportunity for them to use “peer 

talk,” instead of what might be deemed “school appropriate” discussions, and to negotiate 

openly with their peers about controversial subjects in a seminar fashion (Parker, 2001); 

3) Students  make connections to media literacy material when they can relate their 

learning to popular mass media sources or  media sources that offer very concrete visual 

examples of the more abstract concepts in the curriculum, and 4) When addressing the 

critical area of media literacy, students often focused on outliers and anecdotal evidence, 

or pieces of information that represented non-examples of media trends.   

Question #1/Theme 1: Students are better able to discuss and analyze media 

sources once they have spent time learning about media literacy attain a common 

vocabulary related to the subject. Early in the semester, students were not fully 

understanding media literacy concepts because they did not have the necessary 

vocabulary to construct a clear understanding through speech or writing.  They could 

speak about media and touch on concepts related to media literacy based upon their prior 

knowledge, but could not engage fully in discussions of media literacy.  Because this 

became clear early on, I introduced several vocabulary lessons throughout the semester to 

introduce students to new vocabulary and to allow them time and a proper context to 

analyze, review, and make use of this vocabulary in relation to our study of media 

literacy.  The new vocabulary words in the curriculum were: source, bias, stereotype, 

framing, construct, objective, subjective, connotation, denotation, lifestyle, and 

mainstream. For instance, Kaitlin said the following in a journal activity the third week of 
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class: “Everyone has opinions and so media has opinions, too.  They try to get you to get 

their opinions, like the news will tell stories to change your mind.”  Kaitlin noted a 

similar idea two months later in a video she created as a media literacy public service 

announcement.  After exposure to the media literacy curriculum and practice with media 

literacy specific vocabulary, Kaitlin was able to make the following analysis: “All media 

sources are biased, because the people who produce them choose what is important and 

what should be left out.  This is subjective, because something you and I think is 

important might be left out because the producer doesn’t think it’s important.  They 

frame stories in the news to give people a certain point of view on a topic.  Viewers of 

news should look at multiple sources to make sure they are understanding multiple 

perspectives and making their own minds up on important issues.”  (Emphasis, in the 

form of italics, is added  to demonstrate student use of vocabulary words.) Although 

Kaitlin was essentially noting the same idea, that news producers have their own agendas 

and biases, her ability to understand the issue had expanded with her understanding of 

core concepts and vocabulary. 

In comparison with the final interviews, the initial interviews and early class 

assignments demonstrate that students had a difficult time discussing media and media 

literacy issues because they lacked a vocabulary necessary to expressing their ideas and 

discussing them in a fluid manner with one another.  An exemplar of the drastic change 

that occurred from beginning of the semester to end in terms of vocabulary attainment 

and ability to communicate about media literacy is that of Seth’s response to the 

interview question, “Are you media literate?” Seth responded in the original interview, 

“Yes, I am…I’ve seen shows that have their, it are the news in a kid’s version, like 
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they’re showing it so that, um, children are able to listen to the news and stay on topics. 

And they have stuff like “Saturday Night Live” that takes the subjects that are going 

around and then they put ‘em into a fun way.”  Seth was working through the issue that 

he could understand multiple media sources from children’s shows to adult shows, 

especially when the information was framed in a comical manner.  In his final short 

essay, Seth responded to the same question in the following way, “I am media literate, 

even though I still have a lot to learn.  Media literacy is the ability to understand the 

techniques used in the media and to make sure that you get past biases to look for all the 

facts by watching different sources.”  

 Robin developed her original idea over time as she enhanced her vocabulary.  In 

the initial interview when asked, “Do media portray people and events accurately?” 

Robin surmised, “No way. Most of the time the media just wants to sell as much as they 

can so they will write things that aren’t necessarily true.”   By mid-semester, Robin 

followed up on this theme in a class assignment, titled “Letter to a Friend.”  In it she 

wrote, “It is important to understand that the media is constructed and so it isn’t always 

true.  Everyone in the world has a bias, which means that they have a different point of 

view on things, and so advertising is all different too…The main idea in the media is to 

gain profit and advertisers want you to buy it so they use techniques such as bandwagon 

and avante garde to make their product the product you have to have.” Although Robin’s 

original idea had not changed drastically, she was able to give credence and support to 

her argument after she developed a vocabulary that helped to define her thinking.   

 Appropriate use of vocabulary also helped students to better understand that 

media constructed a reality instead of portraying a truth.  When we discussed stereotypes, 
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the initial class understanding (as developed during a think-pair-share-consensus activity) 

was that a stereotype was “something that was a mean truth about a group of people.” 

This understanding changed drastically after a lesson on the actual meaning of the word 

stereotype and a practical exercise in finding stereotypes in their own lives.  Students 

were asked to brainstorm words and phrases popularly associated with the following 

groups of people: blondes, jocks, cheerleaders, gamers, nerds, emos, hip-hoppers, and 

Muslims.  I chose these groups because they were all groups that I had commonly heard 

stereotyped by my students in the hallways. After brainstorming individually, with small 

groups, and as a class, I then asked students to remain completely silent as I called out 

each group name and students who fit into that group sometimes or all of the time stood 

up.  As we went through the list, there were many students who stood up for each 

category, and nearly every student stood up more than once.  After this exercise, students 

responded to the following question: What did our “Stand Up If” activity show you about 

stereotyping.   

From that day on, students were much more able to discuss stereotypes they saw 

in the media as constructions of the media and not as truthful reproductions of reality. For 

instance, in the final interview Brea answered the question, “Does media portray people 

and events accurately?” with the following, “I think this comes back to like stereotyping 

with like what women seem like and like Black people usually are like gangsters and 

stuff like that, like Asians are in commercial parts usually it’s not even true.”  Bobbi also 

realized in the second interview that stereotypes in the media were not representative of 

her own understanding of truth, “Um, I think that um stereotypes are exaggerated a lot 

and they want you know like who the popular cheerleader are exaggerated. So you know 
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right away.” These understandings were indicative of student understandings as they 

progressed through the semester.  Although students used the word stereotyping in the 

original interviews and all agreed that they knew the meaning of the word before we 

wrote our first definition as a class, they ability to discuss stereotyping in their own lives 

and in the media was impacted directly by exposure to a common definition and a lesson 

focused on expanding their knowledge of the concept of stereotyping. 

Question #1/Theme 2: Students were engaged in analyzing media literacy 

concepts when there was an opportunity for them to use “peer talk” and to negotiate 

openly with their peers about controversial subjects. Accessing authentic student voice 

throughout each lesson was a goal of my curriculum, and many of the most successful 

teaching and learning moments occurred in tandem with opportunities for students to 

express themselves in a manner not necessarily in line with a traditional classroom 

culture. Although I had always believed in encouraging students to make use of their 

personal experiences and insights in understanding curricular materials, the research in 

media literacy education buttressed my goal to include as much student voice and 

experience as possible in the teaching and learning of my class (Maness, 2004; Walsh, 

2007). A common refrain in my teaching, as documented in observations by my 

instructional coach, was “We are going to be discussing controversial, adult topics, so it 

is important for you to feel open to speak your mind and for everyone to feel safe and 

secure because they are surrounded by others who are mature enough to handle these 

issues.”   

Students voiced their appreciation for being treated as mature young adults, and 

when some uncomfortable whispering and giggling occurred during a whole group 
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discussion of the role of women in the most recent Victoria’s Secret advertising 

campaign, one student even reminded the class of the need to “act maturely.  We all want 

to talk about this, and it’s cool when we can talk about this stuff at school, so we need to 

be mature and handle it so we don’t lose these types of discussions.”  The class 

responded immediately to her request, and the conversation about the sexualization of 

women during prime time television resumed without the giggling and whispering.  

Allowing for students to engage in mature “peer talk” instead of traditional 

“classroom talk” became absolutely necessary for honest discussions of controversial 

topics.  For instance, I taught a lesson developed around the following objectives: 

Students will be able to recognize traditional stereotypes of men and women, discuss the 

implications for people who do not necessarily follow these stereotypical guidelines, and 

identify examples of these stereotypes in popular mass media sources.  In order to aid 

students towards the media identification piece, I relied upon their prior knowledge of 

gender stereotypes.  I knew that the usage of inappropriate language (swearing and sexist 

commentary) was a likely outcome during a lesson focused on gender stereotypes, and I 

explicitly planned for such language and sexism to occur in the lesson.   

As a class, we discussed the reasons it was important for us to have an honest 

discussion about the way we stereotype men and women (and the ways they are often 

stereotyped in mass media).  As a whole class we brainstormed ways in which our culture 

defines “being a lady” and “acting like a man.”  We also brainstormed the ways in which 

people are described if they don’t fit into the boxes of “being a lady” and “acting like a 

man.”  Everyone in the class copied their own brainstorming onto a graphic organizer, 

discussed and expanded their ideas with a small group, and then shared out with the 
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whole class.  My copy of the overhead graphic organizer that was made in conjunction 

with the whole class brainstorm serves as the source for the following information. The 

words included under “Be Like a Lady” were: self-conscious, crosses legs, bad moods 

(bipolar), mature, wears dresses/skirts, girls rule!, clean, self-centered, not violent, 

mother, emotional, cries a lot, daddy’s little girl, family oriented, cooks, good manners, 

preppy, housewife, sensitive, spoiled, polite, mommy’s princess, good handwriting.  The 

words that students associated with women who did not follow the stereotype of “Being 

Like a Lady” were: bitch (mean, total attitude, not passive), skank (STDs, nasty, been 

around town), slut (easy, puts out, shows skin), whore, cunt (the worst word you can call 

someone because it means every other word put together), dike, and butch.  The words 

under the category “Act Like a Man” were similarly stereotypical: player, strong, doesn’t 

cry, tough, sports, jock, fit, money maker, tall, insensitive, disciplinarian, violent, father, 

dominant, gets ladies, sexual, wears the pants, control, leaders, man of the house, 

muscular, fixer, handy, angry, buff, hungry, rich, business man, judgmental, successful.  

The words that were used to describe men who didn’t fall into the stereotypical categories 

of “Acting Like a Man” were: faggot (unmanly, girly, stupid, homosexual), gay, dick, 

prick, asshole, pussy. 

In the discussion that followed the brainstorming activity, students quickly made 

note of the fact that many of the words that fell outside of the categories of “Act Like a 

Man” and “Be Like a Lady” had strong connotations.  Their ability to use this vocabulary 

word correctly was further enhanced when the class decided to star the words that were 

used because of their connotation instead of their denotation without any instruction from 

me.  Furthermore, once these ideas were projected in front of them, they were able to link 
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these stereotypes to mass media sources.  Students discussed how these stereotypes were 

pervasive in the shows they watched on television, recent popular movies.  They 

explained that women and men who did not fall into the typical stereotypical roles were 

often seen as outcasts or looked down upon.  However, they noted (with a lot of shock) 

that women are often supposed to have the characteristics that fall inside and outside of 

the box around “Act Like a Lady” in order to make men happy. They pointed to music 

videos to show that women had to be a little “slutty and show skin” to sell music videos, 

but if they were “too skanky, like Brittany Spears, then everyone will hate you.” 

Near the end of the lesson, during reflection, Delilah noted, “I think it’s important 

to talk about the ways that people look negatively at men and girls, because it helps us to 

spot it in the media when we know it could be there.”  Ashton then responded. , “If we 

aren’t honest about these things, they could continue forever, because no one will want to 

stop them.” Bryan then said, “There are all of these words that shouldn’t be repeated, and 

we all feel uncomfortable saying them.  But we all say them in the hall or on the bus and 

hear them in movies.  It’s weird.”  Ending the discussion D’Shawn interjected: “We are 

embarrassed to talk about the words that we use when we are mad at girls, because we 

know they are wrong to say.” Allowing students to be honest in their speech patterns by 

promoting that their traditional “peer talk” gave us a way to discuss difficult concepts in a 

comfortable manner while allowing students to connect the issues to their own lives and 

definitely proved beneficial to future learning in the class.  Students were able to 

recognize gender bias and stereotyping in media sources on their own, and all students 

were able at a later date to discuss specific examples of media gender bias in essay 

prompts on an exam.   
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Often times, in class discussions it became apparent that students were processing 

the information as they spoke about it.  Rather than demonstrating a thorough 

understanding of a topic or a particularly strong opinion, many students swayed back and 

forth on certain ideas while discussing them.  In a classroom where right answers were 

valued above honest and open discussion of topics, this would not have been apparent.  It 

was necessary for students to be able to use “peer talk” to get to higher levels of 

understanding without huge emphasis on the correct answer or on the understandings I 

was after.  After watching clips from the documentary film about the portrayal of women 

in advertising, Killing Them Softly  D’Shawn began a discussion of the way that female 

models were over-sexualized (often in dehumanizing ways) by stating, “Why would she 

(the model) want to change it.  She makes tons of money off her body.  Why does she 

care?” Maryanna continued the conversation, “But women shouldn’t be seen as things.”  

Nick replied, “But it helps girls, too, because all men want to date models.”  D’Shawn 

then added, “Yeah.  If it wasn’t for so much money, models wouldn’t do it.  They get 

more guys and more power.  They get all the attention, so who cares if they are things.”  

His good friend, Scott, then asked, “Why even be a model if you don’t want to be 

degraded?”  To which Kaitlin responded, “Everyone wants in some ways to be a model, 

because that’s how you are pretty and everyone sees you as pretty and you are 

stereotyped to be pretty.”  Seth chimed in with “People want to be like people in ads so 

they get plastic surgery and eating disorders.”  Maryanna then said, “But ads sell more 

than actual products. It affects how we act.” Manny continued, “Yeah, and if we see them 

as less than human, it can lead to violence, because they are just things and people don’t 

care about them.”   
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D’Shawn then reentered the conversation, apparently to contradict his earlier 

point and recognize the racism and sexism in these advertising examples, “It’s really 

unfair that black models are dressed up like animals, and it’s only the dark skinned 

people who are animals, and then they are really objects and not people, and that’s really 

bad.”  D’Shawn’s gut reaction that the sexualization and dehumanization of models in 

advertising was perfectly acceptable because models made good money had shifted 

through an honest and open discussion with his peers, what Parker (2001) deems seeking 

insight over victory in classroom deliberation.  Although they had all viewed the same 

documentary, it wasn’t until they transacted with their new knowledge in a democratic 

forum that D’Shawn was fully able to understand their own reactions. 

Similar to our discussions of gender and the sexualization of women, open and 

controversial discussions of race and (homo)sexuality portrayed in mass media required a 

classroom culture built on respect for differing opinions and individual voice. A 

respectful environment was necessary for students to feel comfortable in engaging in peer 

talk. D’Shawn and Manny, in particular, grappled openly with the ways in which young 

black and Hispanic men were viewed by their peers and labeled in the media.  As a 

popular African American student, D’Shawn struggled openly in his class work, 

interviews, and class discussions with how difficult it was for him to learn about racism 

in mass media.  One day in class, about eight weeks into the semester as we discussed 

that news stories about violence and gangs, Ian, a White student, surmised that the reason 

the media reports on more crimes committed by Blacks and Hispanics is because more 

crime is actually committed by Blacks and Hispanics.  D’Shawn, a close friend of Ian’s, 

became angry and exclaimed, “That’s not true.  It’s just that people are always seeing 
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stereotypes, and a lot of us don’t fit those stereotypes of gangsters.”  Manny joined in, 

clinging on to a piece of information he had just discovered through our newspaper 

dissection activity, “In the newspaper there are lots of White people that commit crimes, 

but we just never see the word “White” with their names.  If it’s a Mexican, they 

ALWAYS say “Hispanic!”  I interjected to state that I thought everyone was making 

good points.  Because we only had a few minutes left in class, I had everyone journal 

about what they were thinking and promised that we would explore these ideas in the 

next class.  At dismissal, Ian and D’Shawn did not walk out the door together as they 

normally did. 

In order to respect student voice and allow for deliberation of this controversial 

subject (which manifested itself in our broader society and in the personal lives of my 

students), I did not move on to the next lesson as planned.  The following class session, 

students were put into small groups to explore Justice Department statistics about race 

and crime in America.  We then continued the discussion from the previous class period.  

My instructional coach was not present this period, and I do not have detailed notes of 

what exactly students said.  However, my journal from that day reads: “Students have so 

many outside experiences and knowledge that they bring to class.  It’s hard to combat the 

many misunderstandings and still allow them to feel that their voice and their personal 

understanding is valid and important.  However, today I felt like students really began to 

discuss important issues of race, crime, and the media in a meaningful way. Sure there 

were times when I wanted the discussion to be at a higher level or when I wanted to jump 

in to ask more questions than I could possible answer myself, but today it was about them 

searching for understanding in a vast array of competing messages. I watched D’Shawn 
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feel validated and Ian began to question his original claim.  Many students cited specific 

evidence of the way race was used to describe criminals in news sources, and three 

students said they wanted to tell their parents to start looking for these ideas in the news.”  

In their final exams, both boys wrote about the same subject.  D’Shawn stated, “The 

media focuses on the perfect, white, middle class family.  And there are never perfect 

Black families.  And like when a Black man commits a crime, they are always going to 

say he was Black.  If a White man does they don’t say anything.  I rest my case.”  Ian 

wrote, “I never really thought about stereotyping.  But now I see they portray people 

wrong.  Asian people are always seen as ninjas or computer people and Black people are 

portrayed as thugs, even though they may not be.” 

Question #1/Theme 3: Students make connections to media literacy material when 

they can relate their learning to popular mass media sources or  media sources that offer 

very concrete examples of the more abstract learning in the curriculum. Much of the 

research of media literacy curricula suggests a need to make use of multi-media formats 

as an instructional tool (Edens & McCormick, 2000; Erstad, Gilje, & Lange, 2007; 

O’Brien et al., 2007).  There are various reasons given for these phenomena.  First, 

students must transact with the mediums they study in order to provide practice of media 

literacy with concrete examples instead of learning just about the abstract principles of 

media literacy.  Second, media sources can offer students examples of their home or 

personal culture in an academic setting, allowing them to make use of their own cultural 

understandings (Erstad, Gilje, & Lange, 2007; Maness, 2004; Vargas, 2006). This proved 

true in my own classroom.  Students were most interested in lessons that were focused 

around short video clips, television segments, music videos, and video game snippets. I 



68 
 

documented “a feeling of success” four times in my own journaling when I used multi-

media sources.  My journals helped me to prepare for my weekly conversations with my 

instructional coach.  In these discussions, we both commented on the powerful nature of 

using mass media sources to discuss media literacy concepts.  We both informally 

observed classroom behaviors during these times to increased engagement and time on 

task.  More students contributed more often to whole class and small group discussions 

and activities when there was a common consumption of a popular media source to 

initiate the activity. 

I experimented with the idea that using popular mass media sources could 

encourage students to access their own prior knowledge and home cultures.  

Approximately half way through the semester (in March), I taught a lesson focused on 

product placement, or advertising embedded in television shows and movies.  Students 

discussed this concept and in small groups of four to five students compiled a list of 

shows and movies wherein they could identify blatant examples.  As a whole group, 

students amassed a list of only seven movies or television shows.  I then showed a four 

minute clip of the popular film, Talladega Nights.  All but two of the students present in 

class had already seen the movie and were excited to be able to watch a few minutes of it 

in class.  As they watched, they listed the brand names that were shown in the film.  

(NOTE: This film parodies product placement and so offers abundant and explicit 

examples of the phenomena.)  After the clip, we brainstormed examples of product 

placement again.  This time, students were able to make a list of 35 movies/television 

shows and a few video games where product placement was used.  It would seem that 



69 
 

accessing a mass media source that was not only familiar but also an exemplar of an idea 

we had discussed proved to be beneficial to student learning. 

Students were also more likely to use examples from lessons that made use of 

media sources (including popular mass media, news sources, and documentary film 

sources) when discussing media literacy in their projects, the final small group 

interviews, and their end of the semester reflection pieces.  For instance, Brennen noted 

in his final essay, “The media doesn’t portray women and men accurately AT AL!!!  

There are so many examples.  There are ads for Barbie dolls, and if Barbie was a life-

sized person, then she would have back problems (you know why!).  There are some 

action figures and that if they were made into a life sized person, then the arms on them 

would most likely explode.  The arms on those action figures would be bigger than Mark 

McGuire’s!  That is just plain weird!”  These examples come directly from clips of a 

movie we watched in class called, “Tough Guise.”  

In the final six small group interviews, students cited information from video clips 

we had watched in class as examples more than any other sources.  In over 80% of the 

specific examples used to justify an opinion, students discussed things we had learned 

about in class, and nearly all of these examples came from video clips (both popular 

movies and documentaries about media) that we viewed together in class.  For instance, 

in response to the interview question, “Do you consider yourself to be media literate?” 

D’Shawn answered, “Like I remember you were talking about it was the Tough Guise 

video and how boys are like raised to be strong men and girls are more like dresses and 

stuff. And I like saw that at like a, my baseball park. And like I was like yeah I’ve been 

waiting there twenty minutes so. I’m starting to like look at stuff way different now.”   
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Student work samples further fleshed this out.  On their final exam essay 

questions, fourteen students cited at least one of the three popular movie clips we viewed 

in class to begin our discussion of product placement in movies and on television.  The 

popular film, Talladega Nights, was a favorite student example, because as Kaitlin noted, 

“It had so many products they were trying to sell you like Bud Lite and Pizza Hut, but 

you might not know it’s advertising.”     And Bobbi brought in an example of the ways in 

which media stereotypes individuals by citing a short clip from the movie, Mean Girls, 

which we had analyzed in class: “In this movie, popular girls are always so mean or self-

centered.  Also the jocks are always trying to get the girls or talking about how great they 

are.  It is easy to tell who the nerd is, because they are stereotyped to wear glasses and 

high pants with pens in their pockets.” Although students did use their own examples 

from popular mass media to illustrate their points in class work and discussions, their use 

of the concrete visual examples we had viewed together were used far more often. 

Question #1/Theme 4: When addressing the critical area of media literacy, 

students often focused on outliers and anecdotal evidence, or pieces of information that 

represented non-examples of media trends. One of the topics that both captivated and 

frustrated me in my journaling and in my biweekly meetings with my instructional coach 

was the idea that students had a very difficult time dealing with statistical or generalized 

evidence of certain phenomenon without searching for a solitary example or piece of 

anecdotal evidence to negate the evidence.  For instance, in an activity in which students 

were supposed to demographically categorize the people in their favorite television 

shows, it became clear that an overwhelming majority of the lead characters were White, 

and that these characters were middle to upper middle class.  Despite the fact that 
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students had constructed their own demographic data from shows they regularly watched 

on television, several students insisted that the evidence wasn’t true, because they could 

name to Black families that were the main characters in popular teen programming. 

 Five weeks into the semester our class looked at multiple perspectives regarding 

the issue of media violence (especially violence by men towards women), Devon refused 

to believe the high numbers associated with media violence towards women (in 

advertising and movies, principally) because, “They say that like men are abusive and 

they beat up women. I know a lot of people that do not hit women. It’s just not true.”  A 

similar situation occurred when the class was analyzing a claim made in the documentary 

film, Killing Us Softly 3, that the size and shape of nearly all models and many actresses 

is a shape that only five percent of women have naturally.  Many of the students thought 

that this fact was important, because it demonstrated how unrealistic an expectation it is 

for young women to want to look like models.  However, after Sarah noted that the star 

of Ugly Betty was not a size zero and that the show was very popular, a barrage of non-

examples flooded into the classroom discussion.  Instead of continuing on the journey of 

discussing a statistical truth about the women glorified in the media, students diverged on 

a tangent framed upon non-examples: “What about the Dove commercials,” a student 

asked.  To which I replied that the advertising campaign by Dove was meant to combat 

the traditional beauty of rail-thin models.  “But what about Raven?  She’s not skinny, and 

she sells a lot of stuff and has a show and cds,” claimed another student.  Within a few 

moments, the class had filled with chatter about all of the examples of people who did not 

fit the specifications set in the film.   
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Even after instructing students to work in pairs to count the advertisements in 

magazines that matched the description of models given in Killing Us Softly 3 versus 

those advertisements with models that did not match, the students focused on their very 

few examples of the outliers.  Similar episodes punctuated the semester.  When we talked 

about audience demographics and how this affected advertising, students could not help 

but note if they, themselves, or someone they new watched a specific show or liked a 

specific magazine and did not fit the demographic.  Even with hard numbers in front of 

them and a reiteration of what a demographic study was (and that it did not contain 

absolutes), students refused to allow for generalized information.  

When analyzing data to answer my question about the ways in which students 

learn to process media literacy information, I was able to determine four recurrent themes 

with thick, rich descriptions available in the data.  To begin with, students can better 

discuss and analyze media sources once they attain a common vocabulary that allows 

them to better understand core concepts. In addition, because media consumption is more 

representative of students’ home and peer cultures than their school culture, students 

became engaged in analyzing media literacy concepts when there was an opportunity for 

them to use “peer talk,” to openly negotiate with their peers instead of engaging in 

traditional school discussions. Students also make connections to media literacy material 

when they can relate their learning to media sources that offer very concrete visual 

examples of the more abstract concepts in the curriculum, although students often still 

focus on outliers and anecdotal evidence that negates media trends.   

Question #2: After Taking An Elective Course Focused On Media Literacy, How Do 

Students Describe Their Self-Efficacy Related To Use And Consumption Of The Media? 
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In analyzing the data from the questionnaires and student work samples, I also 

found several interesting themes regarding student self-efficacy.  Student self-efficacy in 

analyzing the media increased overall.  This was especially true when it came to 

confidence in their ability to analyze media sources to discover stereotypes and 

advertising techniques.  This falls in line with Ramasubramanian’s (2007) notion that 

critical media literacy can lead towards stereotype reduction, because as students begin to 

recognize the abundance of negative stereotypes as something other than societal truths, 

they can combat the negative associations of those stereotypes. The second finding in 

terms of self-efficacy was that students felt as if mass media was so gargantuan and 

pervasive in nature that they could have little effect in making positive changes to correct 

the problems that emerged with it in their studies. 

  Question 2/Theme 1: Student self-efficacy increased overall. In the literature 

review on media literacy, I defined self-efficacy as the personal perception that one is 

competent in performing a task and the belief that in performing that task, they will yield positive 

outcomes. The questionnaire data demonstrates that student self-efficacy rose, at least 

slightly, on all questionnaire items that were meant to measure self-efficacy.  These items 

were separated from the others because they included verbs that were active and 

supposed performing a task in a positive manner in regards to media.  The verbs included 

in these questionnaire items were: wonder, think, question, interpret, understand, analyze, 

identify, determine, find, and distinguish.  Student answers increased from pre to post 

questionnaire mean on the following items that measured student self-efficacy: 1, 2, 3, 

13, 15, 16, 18, 19, 20, 21, 22, 25, 28, 29, 30 , 33, 37, 39, 44, 49, 50, and 53.  
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The most substantial growth on the seven point Likert-scale questionnaire (those 

questions that showed an increase of 1.5 or more in difference between the first 

questionnaire mean and second survey mean) occurred on the following item numbers: 1, 

14, 18, 20, 28, and 30 (See Table II for a detailed synopsis.). Not all item statements 

corresponded specifically to lessons taught in the media literacy curriculum, but each of 

the above items were addressed in at least one full class session.  Student growth in these 

areas is consistent with curricular goals. 
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Table II: Growth in Self-Efficacy as Measured by Pre and Post Questionnaire Mean 

Scores 

Item 
Number 

Item Wording Difference 
in Pre and 
Post Mean 

Scores 
 Most Substantial Growth 

 
Item #1 When watching television and movies, I think about the 

people and the companies that produce the media. 1.7

Item #14 I am aware of the techniques used to make the media I watch 
and use. 

2.2

Item #18 I am aware of the specific different ways that media 
companies and advertisers use persuasive techniques. 1.9

Item #20 I can identify stereotypes and generalizations in television 
shows, movies, and magazines. 2.1

Item #28 I find advertising messages in my video games. 2.5

Item #30 I am confident in my ability to understand why different types 
of media are made. 1.6

 General Increase  
 

Item #2 I wonder who is making money from the media I view on the 
internet, in movies, on television, and in magazines. 1.4

Item #3 I interpret the motives of advertisers when I view ads in 
magazines and on television. 1.4

Item #21 I am able to determine the perspective or point of view of a 
person on television. 1.0

Item #22 I can recognize a director's bias in the television shows and 
movies I watch. 1.0

Item #54 I understand the language and terms used in news that I read 
and watch. 1.1
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  Furthermore, there was a general increase (between 1.0 and 1.5 points increase 

in the mean) on the following item numbers: 2, 3, 21, 22, and 54 (See Table II for a 

detailed synopsis.).  Although these items correspond with some of the larger curricular 

themes, I only spent time explicitly teaching some of these concepts.  The two 

questionnaire items that increased 1.4 in the mean (items 2 and 3), the highest number in 

my category of general increase, were based upon concepts that were explicitly taught in 

lessons in the curriculum.   

Student final interviews and final exam short essay responses corroborate an 

increase in student self-efficacy in terms of reporting more media literate behaviors.   On 

her final exam, Amani reported, “I know that media uses product placement, and I look 

for it now, so I’m not fooled into seeing advertising….It’s very important to look for the 

words the writers and editors use and the pictures.  You should look at the same story 

from different sources to find out more truth in a story.”  Heather also claimed an 

increase in media literate behaviors when she stated, “Even though I didn’t really even 

understand like what the media really was when I started this class, now I am always 

thinking about how media like wants to gain power and profit and so isn’t always truthful 

and reliable.”   

In an assignment for class near to the end of the semester wherein students could 

discuss whether or not it was important to critically analyze media sources, all but two 

students claimed it was.  Robin wrote, “I’ve started to see things differently.  Like for 

example in Everybody Loves Raymond, it’s supposed to be a ‘normal family,’ yet they 

have two hours of makeup before the shoot.  And in the news clips are only about 15-20 

seconds, so there is just no way that they can add every bit of information, which means 
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it can’t be 100% accurate.”  Similarly, Lauralee determined that understanding the 

production techniques used to make media sources appealing to the public had impacted 

her own media habits: “Some techniques I use to really analyze is looking for camera 

angles…Other techniques include brilliant colors and bold letters.  And you should 

always remember to watch out for stereotypes in the media.  People aren’t always like 

that in real life.”  

Cody explained his own heightened awareness with the following: “Now I look at 

commercials like how did they set that up? And what are they trying to sell? And what 

point are they REALLY trying to get across?” And later, during the final interviews in 

response to the question, “Do you consider yourself to be media literate?” Cody 

continued to talk about his new media literacy skill set: Kinda because when I look at the 

media differently like if I don’t think something’s true I go and look at different sources 

and see if, look it up and like figure out all the facts of it.” In response to the same 

interview question, Avery. stated, “When I used to, before I took this class I used to like 

um watch the news and it just passed right by me, but now that I-I know more about it I 

could like understand it more and then instead of just havin’ it pass by me I can think 

about what’s going on. I was um watching a movie and um I’ve never noticed it before 

but now I could think about how much money is put into advertising and how-how much 

is advertised on it.”  Kaitlin  noted the importance of looking at the intended audience of 

a media source in order to identify its particular message, while Brea and Heather both 

described their behavior as “more cautious” about automatically believing the claims 

made by media sources. 
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Question 2/Theme 2: Students do not feel empowered to make positive change in 

the realm of mass media. One of the most important areas of critical media literacy is the 

idea of empowerment and advocacy (Kincheloe, 2004; Vargas, 2006).  In this area, I felt 

that my media literacy curriculum was extremely weak.  Although students began to 

understand the power of the media to shape social perceptions and societal norms, and 

they came to understand that mass media sources often portrayed society inaccurately, I 

was unable to lead students down a path of empowered advocacy.  In fact, very few 

students even questioned their role in changing the status quo, and those that wished 

aloud for change often felt that change should happen through government regulations.  

As Heather noted in her final exam, “It makes me mad that the media uses stereotypes 

like stereotyping Blacks and Asians.  Like in a commercial one showed a young White 

lady patting a Black man’s head and that shows power over him and that’s just wrong.  

We don’t need this kind of oppression and I think it needs to be stopped by the 

government.”  Robin reiterated this idea in a class assignment: “I think people can make a 

positive change to the media like by talking to the government making it illegal for their 

only to be eight major companies that own all media.” 

There were two class sessions during the semester wherein students questioned 

aloud what could be done to change aspects of the mass media that they saw as harmful.  

During both of these class sessions I attempted to help students come to conclusions that 

enlisted them as active participants in the change, highlighting boycotting certain 

products or brands as a specific technique.  However, throughout all of the data sources, 

there are only two examples of students who internalized this idea and recognized their 

personal power to make change to the media. Ashton stated the following in her final 
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exam: “All you have to do to change the media you dislike is to stop viewing it.  If a 

producer advertises in a way that’s hurtful to society then you can stop buying it.  The 

first way to change society the society is to make it better is to stop promoting something 

that promotes bad behavior.”  Nick also believed that society could make change to the 

mass media, although he did not personalize his viewpoint, “People can change media by 

boycotting all the bad as in sexual, violent, bribery, and guilt commercials.  Then, maybe 

society wouldn’t be so bad.”  

One reason for this inability to see themselves as change agents was the common 

observation of students that mass media was simply too large and too far away for 

individuals to have any major impact.  In responding to the interview question, “Can you 

do anything to change the media?” many students noted their age as a deterrent.  

D’Shawn stated, “Um, well, seeing how I’m only fourteen uh I don’t think so. But just 

because I’m a fourteen year old good advertisements are bad. They’re making money. 

What do they care? They don’t care about us. They care about the money.” A resounded 

chorus of agreement followed.  Brittany resumed the conversation with, “No.  Because 

like what you said, they won’t listen to us. We’re like, they think of us as like little five-

year-olds. They don’t like they think we don’t know what it’s like.”  When I jump in to 

remind students that advertisers spend more money on their age group than ever before, 

there is brief talk of the power that gives them, but it is quickly surpassed by Ian’s 

comment that “that would have to be a lot of people though.  Yeah. Cause normally like 

some people they don’t care, there’s always a lot of people who can be happy or don’t 

care.”  And Heather continued, “But we don’t have any control of the other advertisers 

right?  I don’t think they’d listen  towards us and if we don’t like what they’re 
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advertising.  If they don’t get like um enough money and all your friends and them then 

they’ll know that no one buys their product any more, but it won’t matter.” 

Students responded similarly in class work, although they also took a different 

route as well.  Some students believed that they could make a difference in regards to 

media promotion of negative stereotypes and messages by volunteering in their 

community and doing good deeds.   They did not think they had the power to act as 

change agents in the mass media, but they saw working towards the good of the 

community through community service activities as useful. For instance, Micah noted in 

an assignment, “How people can make positive change in the media is to do something 

that can make a difference.  Like collect stuff for animals in an animal shelter to do 

something big that get’s the media’s attention and then they will show the good in the 

world.”  Michael was not alone in his thoughts.  Other students thought that if more 

media attention was focused on good deeds then mass media would be changed for the 

better. 

My second question regarding student self-efficacy yielded interesting results.  

Although students reported higher self-efficacy in media literate behaviors, they did not 

feel self-efficacious or empowered to make change to powerful mass media structures. 

Question 3: What Are Students’ Attitudes Towards Multiple Media Genre And Media 

Bias Before And After A Semester In A Media Literacy Course? 

 The third question about student attitudes towards media genre and media bias 

yielded interesting results. Although some students would report originally in the 

questionnaire that media sources were biased, this is the area in which the students 

changed the most.  After a semester learning about media literacy, student answers on 
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Item # 6,  “I believe that messages from the media are biased or one-sided,” increased 

more than any other questionnaire item, up 2.7 points from the original mean to the final 

mean. This knowledge of bias and being able to recognize it was echoed throughout all 

data sources. In addition, there was an increase in belief that students were able to 

identify multiple reasons why people make media and identify specific persuasive 

techniques used in marketing.  Interestingly, despite these increases in awareness of 

media motives and techniques along with a disillusion and anger with the manipulative 

nature of many media sources, students did not discuss changing their media or 

purchasing habits.  They liked the media sources they had always liked despite finding 

some of the tactics used by their producers to be questionable.  Their attitudes towards 

media and media bias did not affect their daily routines.  Finally, some believed that 

analyzing the media with a critical lens was meant to make them dislike the media, that 

media literacy studies were employed for the purpose of disengaging people from popular 

media sources.  

Question #3/Theme 1: Students know that media is biased and can recognize this 

bias in the media they consume. The questionnaire data regarding bias is clear.  On 

average, students increased their score in reporting an ability to find bias nearly three 

points on a seven point scale. And students discussed bias and the need to recognize it in 

media sources more than any other topic.  Every single final exam essay question 

included at least one mention of bias in the media. For instance, Brad reported in his final 

exam, “The most important thing I look for when I analyze the media is bias. I know how 

every media has bias, but I try to find the one with the least.  I also peal back the layers 

like an onion to find out what is really going on.  And I view more than one source.”  
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In his final exam essays, Seth, who took great interest in the happenings of South 

Africa as his mother’s family had emigrated from there, noted blatant bias in three news 

stories on the same topic but from different sources: “Another example of bias in the 

story about the killings in South Africa and the African news said ‘People were forced to 

their knees pleading for their lives while their children watched in horror.’ Here in 

America all they said was ‘Eight killed in South Africa while resisting arrest and fighting 

police.’ and then in London it said “Resisting arrest lead to death in Africa.’  So you can 

see that people in Africa see the story differently than people who aren’t there and we 

only get part of the story.” 

 Zach explained that media bias is due to politics and economics. “All news 

sources may be biased, but some like Fox News are super biased because the owner is 

extremely biased towards George Bush and other sources are biased because they are 

owned by a big company trying to make money.”  Several other students confirmed a 

similar sentiment, reporting what they had learned in class, which is that nearly all major 

media corporations were owned by eight giant media conglomerations. As Amani 

noted, “If you’re all owned by Disney, let’s say, then you are going to be biased towards 

what the heads of Disney want.” 

Question #3/Theme2: Despite recognizing and being angered that many media 

production techniques are disingenuous and manipulative, students do not feel a need to 

change their media habits. One of the most interesting findings for me was that students 

appeared to become disenchanted with some of the methods and techniques of mass 

media, and yet, most did not internalize this in a way that defined or even shaped their 

choices in media consumption.  As noted previously, student self-efficacy grew in that 
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students felt confident that they had the tools to critically analyze the media.  However, 

not one student ever mentioned changing their use of the media.  It is not as though I 

hoped that students would make different decisions as to the types of media they 

consumed.  That was not at all a goal of my curriculum.  But it does strike me as 

interesting that even with their apparent dismay with some media sources, that they still 

enjoy consuming them.   

That being said, I do not find it interesting because it differs so much from my 

own perspective.  In fact, in one of my discussions with my instructional coach on this 

very subject, we agreed that even with our own heightened awareness in this area of 

media literacy, neither of us had made changes in the internet sites we frequented, the 

magazines we read, the television shows we watched regularly, or the types of movies we 

enjoyed.  In a way, my study of my own media habits coincides well with the data from 

the students.  Although I am more aware of media literacy concepts, and I act on my 

awareness by making slight changes and engaging in discussions with colleagues, family, 

and friends about what I witness, I have not changed my overall media consumption. 

Every single student, except for one, mentioned in their final exam essay 

questions that the media unfairly treated women and girls by imposing unrealistic body 

images upon them and by treating them as sexual objects.    Maryanna wrote, “Ads will 

show women as objects to get people to buy products, and I have never met a woman 

who was an object.”  Manny echoed the same sentiment, “The media shows women as 

insecure and weak, but women in real life aren’t really like that.  They are independent 

and smart, but the media doesn’t always show that side, so it makes people think they are 

victims.”  David noted that media images of sexualized women are even found in popular 
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toys.  “The Barbie doll’s real size is impossible for any woman to really have, because 

she would break in half with a chest so big, and this is what girls are told to be every day 

in ads and in movies.” 

Additionally, just as students recognized sexism as pervasive in mass media, they 

also recognized racism.  On the final exam, all but four students mentioned that people of 

color were stereotyped in negative ways.  Manny discussed his anger at the media that 

“always shows African Americans and Latinos as dumb minorities and poor gangsters.  

But in real life they’re just like everyone else.  Some people might be really hurt because 

they see people like themselves always shown like this the movies.”  Justin refused to 

tiptoe around his point in a discussion late into the semester: “The media is very racist.  

Just look at how they show African American women as animals.” And Brea and Bryan 

related their frustration with racism in advertising when they recalled that Whites were 

often seen as dominating over African Americans in advertising when answering the 

question, “Does media portray people accurately?” 

Furthermore, as mentioned previously in discussing self-efficacy, students 

became quite competent at pinpointing specific media production and persuasive 

techniques that they recognized as attempts to fool them.  In the final set of interviews, 

Zach mentioned that he now looks at specific word choice and can see why media 

sources choose some words over others.  In the same interview, Heather expressed that 

she is more aware of how advertisers use bribery to convince consumers to purchase their 

products.  Ashton noted that she now looks specifically at persuasive techniques: “And I 

like look for those categories like plain folks and  pay attention to things like in 
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magazines you can like see ‘em more now, just learn about ‘em and pay attention to them 

more.”  

However, despite their disappointment, disillusion, anger, and resentment, and the 

fact that our second round of interviews included questions about this topic, I do not have 

one single example of student work or student admissions in discussions or interviews 

that they would change their media consumption habits for these reasons.  In the third 

week of the semester, students were asked to complete an assignment where they tracked 

their media consumption by media source type, time consumed, and whether or not the 

consumption was active.  I asked them to complete the same exercise at the end of the 

semester and compare their usage.  Students made note of superficial changes but did not 

describe making deliberate modifications to their consumption. 

Question #3/ Theme 3: Some students saw critical media literacy as anti-media 

and believed that looking critically at the media took all of the enjoyable aspects of 

media consumerism away. One of the criticisms of critical media literacy is that it is 

interventionist and focuses on the negative, rather than the pleasurable, aspects of media 

consumer ship (Buckingham, 2003; Scharrer, 2003).  As someone who personally enjoys 

many diverse sources of media, I never imagined that my curriculum would lead some 

students to levy a similar charge.  My curricular goals did not include teaching and 

learning that would assume media consumption should be less enjoyable.  Rather I 

wanted to focus on helping students to become educated and enlightened consumers.  But 

despite my honest insistence that the media literacy curriculum was only meant to enrich 

students’ media consumption, some students came away critical of the process.   
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 Although D’Shawn believed that he had become more media literate, he also 

posed the following in the final interview: “I don’t like really pay attention to it and when 

I see like movies I sometimes look at all the things that they’re selling or whatever but I 

just want to be entertained by the movie.”  Fifteen minutes later when the ideas of racism 

and sexism in the media entered the conversation, D’Shawn voiced further frustration, 

“Cause like I remember, see like this is like, this is like Current Events is such a weird 

class cause like I don’t want to know some of this stuff that I’m learning. I just like I 

know it’s there but I don’t want to like know what’s happening like I like refuse to think 

that like these happenings, like I’m like ughhh. I don’t, I don’t want to learn about these 

things.”  Brea even admitted that earlier in the semester she had wanted to stop learning 

about negative aspects of media stereotyping: “Like ear-early why I wanted to stop 

learning.  It made me feel bad. I don’t know. It made me feel like when we started like, 

like when we started to watch like videos and we saw like how that little, little white girl 

looking down upon that little Black kid, then I’m like I wanted something to be there. It’s 

like it was too much for me to handle.”   

Nick shared a similar complaint despite the fact that he deemed himself more 

media literate and more analytical of media sources.  He said, “Sometimes I don’t really 

care like what ads they could put in cause it’s not like I’m want to go out and buy it like 

for example.”  And Sarah summed it up well for her group.  “I just want to have fun 

when I listen to music or watch TV and sometimes I hate that I have to think about all of 

these things.  It’s no fun, and it makes me wish I didn’t know this stuff.” 

Although students in my class learned how and why it was important to recognize 

media bias, they did not internalize this learning and take it to the next level of engaging 
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with media to make changes to aspects with which they were uncomfortable.  These 

results further inform the results of my first two research questions.  My students learned 

media literacy concepts, especially when they are taught using a curriculum designed to 

encourage vocabulary development and make used of popular mass media sources to 

connect to students’ home cultures.  However, they also clung to anecdotal evidence that 

does not relate to these media literacy concepts and may feel that learning about the 

media is a negative experience.  Furthermore, although they found aspects of media 

production and consumption problematic, they did not feel empowered to advocate for 

change. 
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Discussion 

As a teacher committed to democratic citizenship education, this research project 

offered me an opportunity to create and implement a research based curriculum that had 

the potential to engage students in democratic thinking and skills regarding media 

consumption.  Throughout the Spring semester of 2008, I collected data in the form of 

focus group interviews (both at the beginning and at the end of the semester), pre and 

post questionnaires, student work samples, my own reflection journal, and classroom 

observation notes taken by my instructional coach.  The range of data collected allowed 

for triangulation and substantial rigor in the study (Patton, 2002; Rossman & Rallis, 

2003).  It also meant that beyond answering my original research questions, I was able to 

gain further insight into student learning and attitudes. My inductive analysis of the data 

in regards to my three research questions led to my construction of nine overarching 

themes under which I organized my results. 

After spending considerable time analyzing the data, I have mixed feelings about the 

results of my teacher action research study on media literacy education.  The following 

ideas have shaped my own understanding of the process and results: 1) Deliberate, in-

depth, methodical action research, in place of individual and collaborative teacher 

reflection, is empowering and leads me to see myself as a change agent through 

curricular development. 2) Explicit teaching of media literacy concepts which are 

enriched with vocabulary development and an array of media sources, especially those 

that connect directly to students’ home and peer culture can be successfully implemented 

if the primary goals are for students to understand basic media literacy. 3) The media 

literacy concepts most accessible to students are those associated with bias and stereotype 
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analysis, and students can learn to discover these biases and stereotypes which may lead 

to stereotype reduction. It certainly led to self-efficacious attitudes. 4) However, I am 

unsure of how to best prepare students to become serious critical consumers who are 

motivated and empowered to make positive changes to problems they identify in the 

mass media. 

Teacher Action Research as an Empowering Model for Teaching and Reflection 

The reflective process has always been a cornerstone of my teaching.  In the last 

six years, I have expanded on my own personal reflections as a teacher and a learner to 

include a cadre of colleagues with whom I regularly make time for peer coaching, 

didactic reflection, and curricular planning.  These independent and structured collegial 

reflections have impacted my teaching and my philosophy in substantially positive ways.  

However, the process of completing a teacher action research study rooted in grounded 

theory has directly impacted the ways in which I look at individual and classroom 

successes and has dramatically impacted my teaching of my Current Events course.  

Many times my colleagues and I would discuss and implement research based strategies 

and then engage in discussions of what worked and what did not.  These observations 

were based mostly on anecdotal evidence and/or student assessment scores.  Because this 

study was arranged systematically, the structure of my data collection and analysis 

became much more meticulous (Rossman & Rallis, 2003).  I was able to collect multiple 

sources of data, including interviews and surveys that relied heavily on student 

perceptions and attitudes and analyze these for recurring themes.  I viewed an entire 

semester’s study, instead of just snapshots from my own experience as a teacher. 
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 Completing this action research study was not always a comfortable experience.  

Kitchen & Stevens (2008) discuss that teachers who complete action research projects 

have to learn to “force” themselves to identify new methods of teaching and learning and 

reflect upon hard data instead of personal perceptions.  The most prominent discomfort 

came in intent analysis of student reporting.  I believe that students are normally honest in 

my classroom, but when that honesty is written in interview transcripts that you read at 

least twenty times, you begin to realize that adjustments must be made to your curriculum 

in order to meet your original goals.  It was also difficult to come to terms with 

conflicting evidence and search for themes that were apparent across multiple data 

sources.  However, despite the discomfort, the process was incredibly empowering.  As 

Johnson (2005) notes,  

Action research also facilitates teacher empowerment.  Teachers are empowered 
when they are able to collect their own data to use in making decisions about their 
schools and classrooms (Book, 1996; Erickson, 1986; Hensen, 1996).  
Empowered teachers are able to bring their talents, experiences, and creative ideas 
into the classroom, and implement programs and strategies that best meet the 
needs of their students.  They are also able to use the methodologies that 
compliment their own particular philosophy and teaching style (p. 26). 
 

The empowerment I have experienced stems directly from what I have done to improve 

my curriculum and student achievement in Current Events.  I am currently teaching the 

course again to a new set of 35 students.  I began the new semester with the same 

curricular goals, but I have instituted changes due to the insights I have had during the 

research process. Although time and other practical restraints have kept me from being 

able to continue to host focus group interviews with students, I am meeting with students 

in small groups to discuss their learning when I can find time during class.  I am spending 

additional time scaffolding difficult concepts from concrete to abstract.  My planning and 
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preparation have changed in this regard as I have noted the importance of spending a 

substantial amount of time allowing students to work in hand-on situations with difficult 

concepts.  Instead of moving on to the next lesson as it is planned on the calendar, I have 

become more conscientious of assessing to ensure that students fully understand the 

material and themselves ready to move on. 

Additionally, I have included deliberate use of a large repertoire of vocabulary 

development strategies to increase student understanding of key terminology necessary to 

working with and discussing central media literacy concepts.  And, most importantly, I 

have found a way to include a short popular media clip from television, movies, the 

internet, or music into every lesson that I teach.  The response has been very positive as 

measured by student engagement and interest in asking questions and demonstrating an 

ability to lead their own seminars and discussions. I have also added a homework element 

to the course which asks students to transfer their learning and bring in their own 

concrete media examples that exemplify certain media literacy concepts.  These 

homework assignments have a higher completion rate than other assignments, and 

students are eager to share examples from their favorite media sources.  Accordingly, 

both informal and formal assessments show a greater range of student understanding and 

ability to transfer their learning in class to their personal media consumption outside of 

school. 

Completing this research study has made me more confident of my ability to act 

as a change agent.  Instead of making curricular changes based on gut instinct or a 

snapshot experience, I have made changes based upon scholarly research in the field and 
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systematic data collection and analysis in my own class.  Formalized assessments and 

informal student interviews for the current semester demonstrate in increase in student 

achievement and self-efficacy in regards to media consumption.  I have also begun to 

look more closely at student learning in my other courses.  This year I am collecting 

several data sources to measure student vocabulary development and have restructured 

several concept development lessons to include more time and hands-on activities.  And 

in Current Events, I also include at least one media source to enrich my teaching every 

class period, while in all of my other classes, I use media as an instructional tool at least 

weekly. 

Explicit Vocabulary Development and Links to Home Culture 

The results reveal clearly that those media literacy concepts on which I spent the 

most curricular time and which I heavily scaffolded for students were those in that 

students reported a greater feeling of self-efficacy and demonstrated the greatest ability to 

link to their own media consumption.  Scaffolding concepts by beginning with concrete 

examples before working towards a more abstract understandings is a core philosophy of 

social studies teaching (Parker, 2009). In fact, current media sources can be viewed much 

in the same way as traditional primary source documents used to make traditional social 

studies instruction more accessible and relevant to students.  As Potter (2005) notes, 

“Providing students with opportunities to work with original documents that illustrate 

these concepts can help make them concrete and meaningful” (p. 365).  In my class, when 

students were exposed to concrete examples of a media literacy concept and were able to 

engage in hands-on analysis of the concrete example before generalizing the concept, 
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they were much more successful and their learning not only stayed with them (as 

evidenced in their discussion of it in final interviews) but they were also able to transfer 

that knowledge to new ideas and media sources. 

Although students spend on average more than a regular adult work week 

consuming mass media sources (Rideout et al., 2005), I have found it is inappropriate to 

assume that they have any in-depth knowledge of how and why media messages are 

produced.  Media literacy curricula should make use of student knowledge and 

experiences from their home culture while recognizing the need to explicitly teach each 

media literacy concept and not take student understanding for granted.  Much of this 

understanding is highly reliant upon a proper vocabulary of terms necessary to 

understanding media literacy concepts.  In hindsight and after reviewing and analyzing 

all of the data, it is clear that students were best able embark on high level thinking 

exercises and transfer the knowledge from concrete to abstract concepts when they were 

adequately prepared with the appropriate vocabulary. This is supported by research 

completed by Milligan and Ruff (1990) who state, “A wealth of evidence documents the 

value of vocabulary development to learning. According to Daines (1982), a student's 

vocabulary affects concept development more than anything else that can be measured or 

taught” (p. 218). 

Students were most receptive to learning that made use of examples that they 

could relate to their own media experiences.  It is highly important to make use of 

popular mass media sources that are familiar to students in order to activate their prior 

knowledge and elicit their own cultural understandings.  Kellner & Share (2005) relate 

the importance of centralizing student experiences in critical media literacy education 
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when they state that “a student-centered, bottom-up approach is necessary for a 

standpoint analysis to come from the student’s own culture, knowledge, and experiences” 

(p. 371).   They go on to say, “Students and youth are often more media savvy, 

knowledgeable, and immersed in media culture than their teachers and can contribute to 

the educational process through sharing their ideas, perceptions, and insights (p. 373).”  

In addition, newly published research gives credence to the finding that students retained 

and made use of information more frequently when it was taught using video clips.  As 

Christie & Collyer (2008) note in their study of the ways in which video clips affect 

participant understanding and memory, “The present results support the hypothesis that 

adding a visual component…can add value, particularly in terms of how much 

information the clip is considered to contain, how interesting it is and, possibly, how 

confident users might feel in answering questions about it (p. 403).”  

Although students could rarely transfer media literacy concepts to familiar media 

sources when beginning the learning of a topic, once those media literacy concepts were 

linked directly to a popular media source they already knew, students were able to find 

further examples of the concept in popular mass media.  This demonstrates that students 

need to be exposed in the classroom setting to concrete examples of popular mass media 

sources that exemplify media literacy concepts.  Students are immersed daily in mass 

media consumption, but it is not a natural skill to see the forest through the trees, or to 

recognize media literacy concepts in their favorite media sources.     

Self-Efficacious Behaviors in Dissecting Media for Bias and Stereotyping 

 Self-efficacious behaviors of media analysis are a core goal of media literacy, 

because when students believe they are able to complete a task (in this case analyzing 
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media sources to reduce their ability to be manipulated by them) they will more likely 

engage in that task without prompting by authority figures.  As Sungur (2007) relates in a 

study of students’ motivational beliefs and subsequent effort regulation, “Higher levels of 

self-efficacy were associated with higher levels of metacognitive strategy which, in turn, 

predicted higher levels of effort regulation” (p. 323).  

 My research showed great promise in two specific areas of media literacy in 

which students gained a great deal of self-efficacy: recognition and analysis of bias and 

stereotyping. Not only did these areas show the most prominent growth in the 

questionnaire data, all data sources showed similarly high student reporting of self-

efficacious behavior in terms of recognition and analysis of bias and stereotyping.  This 

could be due to several phenomena that were not researched in this study.  Perhaps 

because of their adolescent spheres of ego-centric understanding, students, who all 

reported in some way feeling they were victims of stereotyping themselves, could most 

identify with these concepts of media literacy.  Although ideas like media profit 

motivations was abstract and far from their individual consciousness’, the idea that 

people could be boxed into generalizable, and sometimes untrue, categories struck a 

distinct chord with my students, and they were able to learn the concepts and transfer this 

learning to actual media analysis.   This egocentricity is further exemplified in the fact 

that all but two students gave examples of the ways in which the media shows bias and 

uses stereotypes towards teenagers in their final exam essays. 

 It is also true that simply from the nature of media bias and stereotyping there are 

more accessible examples found in the popular mass media sources that my students’ 

consumed regularly.  Their own repertoire of knowledge of media was ripe with 
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examples of ways in which mass media defined “normal” and “mainstream” lifestyles 

and showed bias towards proliferating these lifestyles.  Once words like bias, 

stereotyping, lifestyle, and mainstream were defined and they had time to work with them 

in hands-on activities and see concrete examples, they were able to transfer this particular 

learning to their own mass media usage.  They were surprised by what they had found, 

but because these generalizations are so pervasive in mass media, it was fairly simple for 

them to discover their own examples.  However, as mentioned in the results, even this 

area of study included student interest in outliers and non-examples.  Despite this need, 

though, student self-efficacy rose most profoundly in this area, and I believe this is in 

large part due to the relevance they see with this area of media literacy. 

Unanswered Questions About Teaching For Critical Empowerment 

Throughout my teaching of this course and during data analysis, I was especially 

struck by the fact there was seemingly no relationship between the increase in student 

criticism about the media along with an increase in self-efficacious behavior regarding 

the media and an empowered feeling for positive change.  As students related their 

misgivings about certain common media tactics and racist and sexist proliferations, I 

expected that they may also yearn to “do something about it.”  However, this was not 

true, at least it was not true of a large majority of students.  Instead, despite their ability to 

recognize aspects of mass media production and consumption that they disliked, most felt 

that 1) they could do nothing much about it, and/or 2) the problems they saw did not 

directly impact their own lives, and/or 3) media was enjoyable and the benefits seemingly 

outweighed the harmful effects. 
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Horn (2003) delves into the complexity that accompanies critical media literacy 

education in noting both its challenges and its potential. In particular he defines one 

challenge as that youth from predominately white, middle class, suburban backgrounds 

(similar to my own student population) have very little experience to inform their 

perceptions about the poor and minorities.  Their opinions, and those of their parents, are 

largely formed by media representations, and this is a difficult barrier to overcome, 

because their perceptions are repeated so frequently throughout mass media and in their 

homes that critiquing them for a short period each day or week can be an uphill battle.  

Horn (2003) describes this obstacle with teaching critical media literacy: 

Media literacy is complicating, because a critically aware individual now 
understands that things are ‘not that simple.’ It is also complicating because 
critically aware individuals cannot confront hidden values and beliefs without 
confronting their own values and beliefs.  Any analysis of media representations 
requires an analysis of one’s own beliefs and actions.  The final complication 
surfaces along with awareness – the question of whether one should take action, 
and if so, how…Depending on the individual’s position, this can be more than 
complicating in that it may require some degree of sacrifice” (p. 300). 

 

I believe that many of my students experienced this complication with their learning.  As 

Sarah noted, “I hate that I have to think about all of these things.  It’s no fun, and it 

makes me wish I didn’t know this stuff.”  The struggle to confront the hidden values in 

media which also typified their own belief systems was difficult.  For this reason, there 

was a see-saw effect throughout the semester as students embraced a new idea and then 

recoiled from it by tuning out or searching for outliers and then when confronted with 

more evidence embraced the concepts again. 

 As noted briefly in the results, my own reflection journals are evidence that I did 

not change my own media viewing habits in tandem with teaching and learning about 
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media literacy.  There are several possible reasons for this.  Perhaps, like my students, I 

see media as a valuable entertainment tool and feel that I can easily dismiss images with 

which I do not agree.  In addition, my media consumption has long since been informed 

by my knowledge of media literacy and a dubious disposition towards the power of 

media to shape cultural understandings.  But I realize that my assumption that students 

might want to “do something” to counteract negative media practices is one that is largely 

baseless in the research on critical media literacy and in my own habits. 

 As noted in the literature review, critical media literacy is an emerging field.  

Most previous research has been in the various fields of media literacy but has not been 

based on  tenets of critical theory.  The one study I found that directly informs the area of 

critical media literacy is that completed by Vargas (2006) on using a critical media 

literacy program to empower Latina teens. Even though Vargas’ philosophical lens was 

framed in large part by Freire’s ideas of emancipation, she framed her objective for the 

study in the following way, “students would acquire analytical skills to examine media 

practices, texts, and technologies, and the connection between their own media use and 

their identities” (p. 279).  Vargas’ goals match quite clearly with the theoretical frame for 

critical media literacy developed by Kellner and Share (2005):  

Critical media literacy involves cultivating skills in analyzing media codes and 

conventions, abilities to criticize stereotypes, dominant values, and ideologies, 

and competencies to interpret the multiple meanings and messages generated by 

media texts. Media literacy helps people to use media intelligently, to 

discriminate and evaluate media content, to critically dissect media forms, to 

investigate media effects and uses, and to construct alternative media (p. 372). 
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Although Horn (2003) describes the possibilities of critical media literacy as liberating 

because through critical awareness people can become effective advocates for positive 

change, I did not set up my curriculum to encourage advocacy.  For some reason I had 

the unrealistic and unfounded expectation that this might naturally materialize.  As a 

person who is not educated in critical theory, I cannot hypothesize on ways in which a 

critical media literacy program might be developed to encourage students to take an 

active approach to changing those things with which they are unhappy.    

Limitations 

 My study is necessarily limited in scope and cannot be generalized to other 

classroom settings.  Completing a qualitative action research study with a small sample 

size was meant to inform my own teaching and practice (Johnson, 2005).  Despite 

understanding that a small sample size could limit the implications of my study, I tend to 

lean toward Parker’s (2002) understanding: “The validity, meaningfulness, and insights 

generated from qualitative inquiry have more to do with the information richness of the 

cases selected and the observational/analytical capabilities of the researcher than with 

sample size” (p. 245). The aforementioned results and conclusions support recent 

literature in the field of critical media literacy, and my findings lend support to scholarly 

theories while providing rich practical evidence, which as mentioned in my literature 

review is currently lacking in the field. 

 Beyond a small sample size and qualitative methods, I think it is important to 

recognize that my teaching situation offered a unique opportunity to teach media literacy 

as the focus of an elective course.  However, this luxury of social studies electives does 

not abound in many public schools, and most of the studies in media literacy occur in K-
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12 classrooms wherein media literacy is not the curricular focus, but rather is a 

supplement to more traditional curricula.  As noted by Kellner and Share (2005), “despite 

the ubiquity of media culture…and the recognition that the media themselves are a form 

of pedagogy…media education in K-12 schooling in the USA has never really been 

established and developed.”  In most of the scholarly research in the field, media literacy 

was taught as an appendage to health courses, social studies courses, and literacy and 

writing courses.  My ability to focus a full semester on the study of media literacy 

concepts was exceptional, but as my pedagogical methods were informed by and adapted 

from research completed in other subject areas, the differentiation is minimal.  

Recommendations 

 My first recommendation for other teachers who may embark on a journey to 

teach critical media literacy is that teachers should look beyond the traditional 

deconstructing that comes with critical media literacy to include deliberate and 

meaningful opportunities for students to reconstruct their ideas about media by creating 

alternative media sources.  Although I offered opportunities for students to create media, 

I believe these were not authentic enough experiences as they were highly focused 

around curricular themes and specific content rubrics.  Students should be encouraged to 

develop their own media and analyze their sources so that they can begin to recognize 

that media can reinforce positive social norms and can be entertaining without 

perpetuating harmful stereotypes.  Without the reconstructing process, students may 

believe as D’Shawn, Brittany, and others did that critically analyzing the media makes 

one dislike media sources that traditionally offer joyful entertainment. 



101 
 

 A second recommendation is that teachers, like myself, who are not naturally 

attune to the latest technology and media trends become more so in order to maximize the 

potential of media literacy courses.  During the semester I completed this research, I was 

immersed in learning new technology and finding proper media sources to highlight my 

teaching.  Now that I am teaching the course again, I am still trying to hone my 

technological skills and am constantly looking for relevant media examples, but my use 

of media and media technologies is much more consistent.  That is, I use some sort of 

popular mass media in my teaching every day.  As my results demonstrate, the use of 

these types of sources is incredibly important to making media literacy study relevant and 

meaningful to students.  It helps them to understand by using concrete examples they 

would and do find in their home culture. In addition, connecting critical media literacy as 

closely as possible to student’s own lives should combat the idea that media literacy is a 

school subject area removed from the daily culture and habits of students. 

 Finally, if a goal of a critical media literacy education program is to go beyond 

helping students to recognize media literacy concepts and analyze media sources to 

actually empower students with the interest and the ability to bring about positive change 

in mass media, then teachers should embark on a two stage journey that includes 

becoming more informed about critical theory and the research in this field and explicit 

teaching toward this idea.  Teachers cannot assume that students will feel that their 

voices, so revered in the classroom setting, will make a difference outside the walls of the 

school house.  Neither can teachers assume that students have the background civic 

knowledge and dispositions to understand the power of individual and group power to 

press for positive social change.  Unlike some notions that are proliferated regularly in 
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students’ home cultures and in the media they consume, civic activism is largely an 

unknown that must be explicitly taught. 
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Appendix  

 Almost  
Never  
True 

 
1 

Usually  
Not  
True 

 
2 

Sometimes 
But 
Infrequently 
True 

3 

Occasionally 
True 
 
 

4 

Often  
True 
 
 

5 

Usually  
True 
 
 

6 

Almost  
Always 
True 
 

7 
1. When watching 

television and 
movies, I think 
about the 
companies that 
produce the media. 

 

       

2. I wonder who is 
making money 
from the media I 
view on the 
internet, in 
movies, on 
television, and in 
magazines. 

 

       

3. I interpret the 
motives of 
advertisers when I 
view ads in 
magazines and on 
television. 
 

       

4. I believe that 
newscasters are 
telling the truth. 

 
 

       

5. I get my news 
from more than 
one source. 
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Almost  
Never  
True 

 
1 

Usually  
Not  
True 

 
2 

Sometimes 
But 
Infrequently 
True 

3 

Occasionally 
True 
 
 

4 

Often  
True 
 
 

5 

Usually  
True 
 
 

6 

Almost  
Always 
True 
 

7 
6. I believe that 

messages from the 
media are biased 
or one-sided. 

 
 

       

7. Media images of 
people are 
realistic.  

 
 

       

8. The media treats 
men and women 
as equals. 

 

       

9. Minority groups 
are represented 
accurately in the 
shows that I watch 
on television, in 
the movies I 
watch, and in the 
magazines I read. 
 

       

10. My family and I 
look like most of 
the people in the 
media. 

 

       

11. My friends and I 
understand the 
media images we 
see in the same 
way. 
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 Almost  
Never  
True 
 
1 

Usually  
Not  
True 
 
2 

Sometimes 
But 
Infrequently 
True 
3 

Occasionally 
True 
 
 
4 

Often  
True 
 
 
5 

Usually  
True 
 
 
6 

Almost  
Always 
True 
 
7 

12. I would like to 
look more like the 
people on 
television, in 
movies, and in 
magazines. 

 

       

13. I buy products and 
clothing that are 
adverstised to me 
on television and 
in magazines. 
 

       

14. I am aware of the 
techniques used to 
make the media I 
watch and use. 

 

       

15. I understand the 
symbolism used in 
movies, television, 
in magazines, and 
on the internet. 

 

       

16. I analyze media 
sources to 
determine the 
reasons why a 
company made 
that specific 
media. 
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 Almost  
Never  
True 
 
1 

Usually  
Not  
True 
 
2 

Sometimes 
But 
Infrequently 
True 
3 

Occasionally 
True 
 
 
4 

Often  
True 
 
 
5 

Usually  
True 
 
 
6 

Almost  
Always 
True 
 
7 

17. News companies 
focus on the most 
important news of 
the day. 
 

       

18. I am aware of the 
specific different 
ways in which 
media companies 
and advertisers use 
persuasive 
techniques. 
 

       

19. I analyze dialogue, 
sound effects, and 
music in the media 
I watch. 

 
 

       

20. I can identify 
stereotypes and 
generalizations in 
television shows, 
movies, and 
magazines. 
 

       

21. I am able to 
determine the 
point of view or 
perspective of a 
person on 
television. 
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 Almost  
Never  
True 
 
1 

Usually  
Not  
True 
 
2 

Sometimes 
But 
Infrequently 
True 
3 

Occasionally 
True 
 
 
4 

Often  
True 
 
 
5 

Usually  
True 
 
 
6 

Almost  
Always 
True 
 
7 

22. I recognize a 
director’s bias in 
many of the 
movies and 
television shows 
that I watch. 
 

       

23. I wonder what 
types of 
technology were 
used to make an 
advertisement. 

 

       

24. I analyze the 
media like I 
analyze the books 
that I read for 
school. 

 

       

25. If something 
seems hard to 
believe in one 
media source, I try 
to find another 
source to 
determine if the 
information is 
correct. 
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 Almost  
Never  
True 
 
1 

Usually  
Not  
True 
 
2 

Sometimes 
But 
Infrequently 
True 
3 

Occasionally 
True 
 
 
4 

Often  
True 
 
 
5 

Usually  
True 
 
 
6 

Almost  
Always 
True 
 
7 

26. I create my own 
media.  

       

27. Advertisements 
affect the 
purchases I make. 

 

       

28. I find advertising 
messages in my 
video games. 

       

29. I try to distinguish 
between facts and 
opinions when 
viewing or 
listening to media 
sources. 
 

       

30. I am confident in 
my ability to 
understand why 
different types of 
media are made. 
 

       

31. I often want to buy 
food or other 
products after 
seeing 
advertisements for 
those products. 

       

32. I believe statistics 
I read in news 
media. 
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 Almost  
Never  
True 
 
1 

Usually  
Not  
True 
 
2 

Sometimes 
But 
Infrequently 
True 
3 

Occasionally 
True 
 
 
4 

Often  
True 
 
 
5 

Usually  
True 
 
 
6 

Almost  
Always 
True 
 
7 

33. I analyze why 
certain headlines 
are used in the 
news. 
 

       

34. Women are sexual 
objects in the 
media I watch, 
read, and hear. 

 

       

35. Cultural 
differences are 
appreciated in the 
media I watch, 
read, and hear. 

 

       

36. I listen closely to 
the lyrics of the 
music I hear. 

 

       

37. I can understand 
the details of most 
of the news stories 
I read, hear, or see. 

 

       

38. I believe the 
claims made in 
advertisements. 

 

       

39. I analyze music to 
determine its 
message. 
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Almost  
Never  
True 
 
1 

Usually  
Not  
True 
 
2 

Sometimes 
But 
Infrequently 
True 
3 

Occasionally 
True 
 
 
4 

Often  
True 
 
 
5 

Usually  
True 
 
 
6 

Almost  
Always 
True 
 
7 

40. I choose to play 
(or not to play) 
video games based 
upon the amount 
of violence. 
 

       

41. Video games 
portray women 
accurately. 

 

       

42. Video games 
portray men 
accurately.  
 

       

43. I wonder about the 
political beliefs of 
the people who 
make the media I 
use. 

 

       

44. I use media to 
make informed 
choices. 
 

       

45. I search for the 
author of the 
websites I use. 

 

       

46. I am productive 
when I use the 
internet. 
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 Almost  
Never  
True 
 
1 

Usually  
Not  
True 
 
2 

Sometimes 
But 
Infrequently 
True 
3 

Occasionally 
True 
 
 
4 

Often  
True 
 
 
5 

Usually  
True 
 
 
6 

Almost  
Always 
True 
 
7 

I will not buy 
certain products 
because I dislike 
the company that 
produces them or 
the advertising 
they use. 
 

       

47. Being a good 
citizen means 
making informed 
choices about the 
media. 

 

       

48. I search for the 
author of the 
websites I use. 
 

       

49. It is easy to 
distinguish real 
from fake in media 
sources. 
 

       

50. When I view or 
hear media, I think 
about the motives 
behind making 
that media source. 
 

       

51. The number of 
minorities that I 
observe in the 
media is 
comparable to that 
of my community. 
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 Almost  
Never  
True 
 
1 

Usually  
Not  
True 
 
2 

Sometimes 
But 
Infrequently 
True 
3 

Occasionally 
True 
 
 
4 

Often  
True 
 
 
5 

Usually  
True 
 
 
6 

Almost  
Always 
True 
 
7 

52. The products and 
clothing I see in 
movies and tv 
affect the 
purchases I make. 
 

       

53. I can distinguish 
between good 
news sources and 
entertainment 
news. 

       

54. I understand the 
language and 
terms used in news 
that I read and 
watch. 

       

55. I understand the 
humor in the 
media I listen to 
and watch. 
 

       

56. My parents make 
and enforce rules 
about my internet 
used and video 
games that I play. 
 

       

57. My parents 
monitor the music 
I listen to and the 
movies and 
television shows 
that I watch. 

       

 




