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he concept of media education
has not fully arrived for chil-
dren and youth now being
educated in public school
classrooms in Pennsylvania.

Some students get opportunities to use
the tools of current and emerging com-
munication technologies to create
works for self-expression, but these are
generally vocationally designed digital
communication programs available to a
tiny proportion of students who are
sometimes placed in these programs
because of their low academic ability.
Most K–12 students in the state do not
have regular, school-based opportuni-
ties to appreciate, analyze, and create
works through photography, cinema,
sound, digital arts, or interactive media.
Although there are some programs that
provide meaningful afterschool oppor-
tunities for youth media education,
these are much less well developed and
stable compared to states of similar size
nationwide.

Moreover, in sharp contrast to ele-
mentary and secondary students in
states such as Minnesota, North Car-
olina, Wisconsin, and Texas, few stu-
dents in Pennsylvania’s public schools
have structured educational opportuni-
ties to analyze critically media and
popular culture, examining the ways in
which visual and electronic messages
are constructed and designed, how aes-

thetic and design techniques are used
to express and communicate meanings,
how they present and represent various
cultural values, and how these mes-
sages shape attitudes and influence
behaviors. Although children and
young people in Pennsylvania spend
an average of eight hours per day con-
suming media, they do not have oppor-
tunities to develop critical thinking
skills useful in responding to these
messages. Most do not have opportuni-
ties to create video or multimedia
works to express themselves or convey
their own ideas. The few students who
do have opportunities to work with
video production usually learn techni-
cal skills, working with technologies
that enable them to create messages
largely designed to serve community
or adult needs, including videotaping
school football games or school com-
mittee meetings, creating morning
announcements, or designing school
promotional messages.

Although it is beyond my scope here
to examine the historical circumstances
that have created this particular curric-
ular pattern so common in Pennsylva-
nia schools, this article defines media
education and places it in the context of
contemporary research on the arts, cul-
ture, and economic and social develop-
ment. Second, this article reviews cur-
rent instructional settings where media

analysis and media production activi-
ties are now occurring in K–12 educa-
tion in Pennsylvania. This article then
describes how other states have imple-
mented and assessed media education
within an arts education framework.
Finally, this article makes specific rec-
ommendations on policies that could
improve media education so that stu-
dents can build skills of creativity, crit-
ical thinking, communication, and col-
laboration that are so central to life in
an increasingly technology-rich and
media-saturated society. In construct-
ing this article, I reviewed documents
from the Pennsylvania State Depart-
ment of Education; national, state, and
local arts and arts education associa-
tions; and data from the U.S. Depart-
ment of Education and Department of
Labor. I examined syllabi and curricu-
lum materials from a number of high
schools and colleges across Pennsylva-
nia and nationwide. I conducted inter-
views with scholars, K–12 educators,
media professionals, and artists
involved in school-based residency or
other outreach programs. Finally, I
reviewed the scholarly and academic
literature on media education and con-
sulted with professional colleagues
who are familiar with media education
implementation and assessment in the
states of Minnesota, Pennsylvania, and
Wisconsin. (See references for a com-
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plete list of documents reviewed for
background research and information
regarding media education.)

Media Culture in the Lives of
Children and Youth

One thing is certain, whether we like it
or not: Media culture now stands firmly
at the center of contemporary life, eco-
nomically, politically, and socially. Near-
ly every field of inquiry (from politics to
religion to the arts and sciences) and
aspect of modern life (workplace, family,
and community) are attuned to the ways
in which television in particular and
mass media more generally have exerted
influence. The tsunami of images and
information that wash over us daily is a
component of an increasingly speeded-
up, “fast” economy where consumer
pleasures are embodied by a vivid com-
motion of illuminations, images, and
sounds that shape a large and growing
global entertainment and information
economy (Gitlin 2001). Because mass
media have the potential to distribute the
same message to millions, media mes-
sages create the subjects that are grist for
our everyday conversation mill. The
ideas people find in print, on the radio,
on TV, and on the Internet become a
springboard for discussions and argu-
ments. Advertising and entertainment
programs continually shape people’s
understanding of the elements that make
up our society and act to transmit cultur-
al patterns and activities (Turow 1997).
Media are a major factor in socialization,
as are family, church, community,
school, and peers (Calvert 1998).

Television and video are a component
of the home environment in Pennsylva-
nia, with 99 percent living in a home
with a TV set and 50 percent having
three or more TVs. Sixty percent of
children live in a house with Internet
access, as compared with only 34 per-
cent who receive a newspaper subscrip-
tion. One-third of American children
under age six have a TV in their bed-
room (Kaiser Family Foundation 2003).
According to their parents, children
under six spend an average of two hours
a day with screen media, and 65 percent
live in a home where the TV is on at

least half the time, even if no one is
watching. One-third of American chil-
dren grow up in “heavy” TV house-
holds, meaning that the TV is on
“always” or “most of the time.” Chil-
dren and teens ages seven to seventeen
watch TV about twenty hours per week
and listen to recorded music about ten
hours weekly. When videogames, Inter-
net use, pleasure reading, and other
online activities are included, children
spend an average of six hours and forty-
three minutes per day using media
(Kaiser Family Foundation 1999). Over
the course of a year, Pennsylvania’s
children will spend far more time using
media than they spend in school.

Defining Media Education in
Twenty-first Century America

Media education is a term used syn-
onymously with media literacy. Media
literacy is defined as “the ability to
access, analyze, evaluate and communi-
cate messages in a wide variety of
forms” (Aufderheide and Firestone
1993, 6). Media literacy educators pay
attention to both consumption (critically
analyzing messages) and production
(creating messages using media and
technology tools). Many media literacy
educators in the United States work in
the K–12 subject areas of the fine and
performing arts. They may use the term
media arts education to refer to media
literacy that emphasizes the media of
photography, film, video, multimedia,
or new media (Tyner 1998). In contrast
to communication arts educators, who
may emphasize knowledge about pro-
duction processes and practices in
media industries and the creation of
commercial media genres (like talk
shows, game shows, and news pro-
grams), media arts educators generally
emphasize a focus on aesthetic tech-
niques involving the creation of inde-
pendent media, including narrative, ani-
mation, documentary, and experimental
genres. In media arts education, the
instructional focus centers on thematic
and compositional elements of creative
work. Although the acquisition of tech-
nological competence is a component of
instruction, it is seen as a means, not an
end in itself (Hobbs 1998a).

Media literacy educators encourage an
exploration of mass market and popular
culture texts as well as nonmarket, per-
sonal, artistic, or high culture texts,
which use tools of visual and electronic
representation. Media literacy educators
emphasize that students deserve opportu-
nities in instructional settings to analyze
critically and evaluate mass media and
popular culture texts from television,
magazines, popular music, advertising,
newspapers, videogames, and the Inter-
net (Semali 2000). They also emphasize
the centrality of providing students with
opportunities to create their own forms
of self-expression and communication
using tools and technologies that allow
students to explore relationships between
image, language, music, and sound
(Buckingham 2003; Brunner and Tally
1998; Masterman 1985; Tyner 1998).
Table 1 outlines the key aspects of the
analytic framework, presented as key
concepts, which have been identified as
central driving principles in the field
(Film Working Group 2003; Bucking-
ham 2003; Thoman 2001).

Media literacy’s increasing rise in
K–12 and higher education has also pro-
vided noteworthy opportunities for
reflection on changing conceptualiza-
tions of literacy. These views are cur-
rently emerging among scholars in Eng-
lish language arts, reading instruction,
communications, and literary scholar-
ship (Alvermann, Moon, and Hagood
1999; Flood, Heath, and Lapp 1997;
Messaris 1994). Literacy is being rede-
fined to recognize the changing nature
of knowledge in contemporary society;
it is coming to be understood not just as
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TABLE 1. Key Concepts of
Media Literacy

1. Messages are constructions.
2. Messages are interpreted by 

individuals differently based on 
prior knowledge and experience.

3. Messages have economic,
political, and social purposes.

4. Messages have embedded values 
and points of view.

5. Messages use a variety of 
symbolic and expressive forms,
codes, and conventions.



recognizing that basic, skills-based,
equipment-focused vocational training
has become too narrow a focus to meet
students’ needs. In an information and
service-based economy, high-level com-
munication and critical thinking skills
are required to navigate a complex and
fast-changing information environment
in both the workplace and the commu-
nity. Ann Galligan (2001) points out
that an education rich in the arts and
humanities develops skills that are
increasingly central to maintaining
America’s competitive edge in an inter-
national economy in which creativity,
innovation, and cultural acumen are
decisive advantages. The “creative
workforce” includes not only traditional
artist categories (authors, painters,
actors, musicians, photographers) but
those individuals employed in advertis-
ing, fashion design, film, video, broad-
casting, music, publishing, public rela-
tions, and software development—
fields which are growing at a rate more
than double that for the rest of the
nation’s workforce, representing an
annual market size of $960 billion in
1999 (Howkins 2001, as cited in Florida
2002, 47).

A review of U.S. employment data
reveals that the largest proportion of jobs
related to media industries involves high
levels of communication, critical think-
ing, and creativity (these jobs include
advertising managers, marketing man-
agers, promotions specialists, multime-
dia designers, producers and directors,
announcers, news analysts and reporters,
public relations specialists, sales man-
agers, editors, authors, and technical
writers. Only a small number of jobs
involve primarily technical skills (these
jobs include audio and video equipment
technicians, camera operators, and film
and video editors), and these are among
the lowest paid positions (U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor 2004). Of the approxi-
mately twenty-four thousand jobs in
media, advertising, public relations, and
publishing in the Philadelphia market,
for example, fewer than one thousand
are technicians. There is keen competi-
tion for the jobs in media, publishing,
advertising, marketing and promotion,
public relations, and sales, and these jobs

accountability programs, we have only
limited evidence that documents the
impact of arts education on aspects of
students’ social and personal develop-
ment. Research in arts education must
address this important question in the
future.

Because media education includes a
substantial focus on contemporary mass
market culture, it stands in contrast to an
important tradition in arts education that
focuses more exclusively on classic,
well-established genres and art works
that have been identified as worthy of
study through the canonical processes
of artistic criticism. Teachers’ attitudes
about mass media/popular culture there-
fore become a relevant dimension of
instruction in education. In an important
article, Tyner (1994) points out that
teachers’ responses to popular culture
have had a deep influence on how (and
whether) media education is incorporat-
ed into the K–12 arts curriculum. When
teachers criticize popular culture texts
in the classroom, they may alienate and
insult the very cultural forms that their
students value. When teachers embrace
media and popular culture, however,
they “risk looking like ridiculous fuddy-
duddies who are trying to appear up-to-
date” (Tyner 1994, 20). Some teachers
who are inclined to explore popular cul-
ture texts with students aim to guide
their students to more sophisticated,
investigative, cultural pursuits. Others
are genuinely fascinated with contem-
porary mass culture, with the diversity
of new hybrid forms (available online,
on TV, in bookstores, and other places)
that shamelessly blend mass market
commodification with visual, theatrical,
musical, and other artistic forms. In any
case, teachers inevitably bring their own
biases, preconceptions, and beliefs
about mass media, technology, and pop-
ular culture into the classroom, and
these perspectives shape classroom
practices, instructional goals, and stu-
dent learning outcomes (Hobbs 2004,
1998b; Ingram 2001).

Media Education Competencies in
the Workplace and Community

Educators are responding to the
changing economic and cultural scene,

decoding and encoding using printed
words, but as the more complex process
involved in acquiring and expressing
meaning in a range of symbolic forms
(Boyer 1995; Eisner 2002). This view
recognizes that the visual arts and oral
communication, although distinct, share
interrelated physical and symbolic
processes with written language. For
example, research has shown that music
features a symbol system that shares
fundamental characteristics with written
language (Scripp 2002); dramatic activ-
ities in the classroom enhance students’
reading comprehension and understand-
ing of character development (Catterall
2002); and learning how to critically
analyze media and popular culture mes-
sages strengthens reading comprehen-
sion and writing skills (Hobbs and Frost
2003). These developments are begin-
ning to lend support to educators who
recognize the limitations of “skill-and-
drill” approaches to reading instruction.
Some educators are attempting to rein-
vigorate education for the twenty-first
century by giving students opportunities
to analyze critically a rich array of texts
in a variety of formats, genres, and sym-
bol systems and to strengthen students’
skills in designing, composing, and cre-
ating using a similarly wide variety of
forms, tools, and media.

As a result of pioneering work in Aus-
tralia, Canada, and the United Kingdom
over the past twenty-five years, media lit-
eracy education has been recognized for
its role in promoting the social and per-
sonal development of young people
(Alvarado and Boyd-Barrett 1992; Good-
man 2003). Most media education pro-
grams in public school settings rely on
group production projects. As students
are challenged to work collaboratively,
they build a sense of responsibility for
self and others, and strengthen the ability
to persist at a task in the face of anxieties,
fears, and other obstacles (Goldfarb
2002). This process necessarily creates
an environment where students must lis-
ten to differing viewpoints, compromise,
express their judgments to one another in
honest language, and harness their col-
lective skills in the service of an overall
artistic vision. However, because few
states include arts assessments in their
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demand people who can access, analyze,
and evaluate information to make deci-
sions, with strong communication skills
and high levels of creativity, persistence,
and flexibility. In 2003, the median start-
ing salary offered to advertising majors
graduating from college averaged
$29,495. Communication-related jobs
are expected to increase faster than the
average for all occupations through
2012, spurred by intense domestic and
global competition in products and ser-
vices offered to consumers (U.S. Depart-
ment of Labor 2004).

But educational leaders recognize
that K–12 education must be designed
to prepare students not only for the
workplace, but also for life in a complex
society, including our important roles as
parents and citizens. In this regard,
media education may contribute to
improving the quality of parenting, as it
promotes reflection and critical thinking
skills about the ways in which media
consumption shapes family communi-
cation patterns and leisure activity
(Calvert 1998). Media literacy is recog-
nized as an essential skill required for
citizenship. University of Pennsylvania
communication scholar Elihu Katz
(1993, 37) reminds us of the organic
connection between communication,
education and democracy when he
writes, “Democracy is meaningless
without multiple voices. . . . It is simply
impossible to talk about citizenship
training in modern society without ref-
erence to mass communication.”

There are three major ways in which
media literacy can contribute to strength-
ening the future of American democracy
through outreach to the sixty-five million
students in our nation’s schools. First,
media literacy practices help strengthen
students’ information access and analy-
sis and communication skills, and build
an appreciation for why monitoring the
world is important. Media literacy helps
students recognize why it matters that
citizens gain information and exposure
to diverse opinions and why people need
to participate in policy making at the
community, state, and federal levels.
Second, media literacy can support and
foster educational environments in
which students can practice the skills of

leadership, free and responsible self-
expression, conflict resolution, and con-
sensus building. Without these skills,
young people will not be able to effec-
tively engage with others in the chal-
lenges of cooperative problem solving
that participation in a democratic society
demands. Third, media literacy skills can
inspire young people to become more
interested in increasing their access to
diverse sources of information. It is for
these reasons that educators urge that
media literacy not be localized in only
one subject area (like the fine and per-
forming arts or English language arts),
but that it be incorporated across the cur-
riculum not only in arts education, but
also in subjects including history, social
studies, and health education (O’Brien
2002).

Current Approaches to Media
Education in Pennsylvania

The author is not aware of previous
research that has identified how media
education is implemented into the K–12
education system in Pennsylvania. The
following components, now present in
the state, suggest there may be fertile
ground for the development and enrich-
ment of this curriculum area within the
context of arts education:

State standards for arts education.
The academic standards for the arts and
humanities, as developed by the Penn-
sylvania Department of Education
(PDE), have only limited references to
mass media and media education in their
identification of knowledge, skills, and
competencies. Dance, music, theater,
visual arts, and humanities are identified
as artistic forms, but media is not. Oddly,
multimedia production is included with-
in the definition of theater arts. The writ-
ers of the state curriculum standards do
acknowledge the value of arts education
as both contributing to “the knowledge
and the analytical skills necessary to
evaluate and critique a media-saturated
culture” and the development of “pro-
ductive citizens who have gained cre-
ative and technological knowledge nec-
essary for employment in the
twenty-first century” (PDE 2002, 2).
These academic standards particularly
encourage the application of critical

analysis and evaluation processes, and
some examples are included in the stan-
dards that suggest that media analysis
and media production are valued com-
ponents of arts education. For example,
the terms “communication” and “multi-
media” are embedded within some com-
ponents of the visual arts, as students are
expected to analyze contemporary tech-
nologies used to produce, perform, and
exhibit art (for example, virtual reality
design, instrument enhancements, pho-
tographic tools, broadcast equipment,
film cameras, and so forth). A focus on
analyzing and evaluating art forms
includes an emphasis on experimenting
with and examining contemporary tech-
nologies and tools (particularly those
used by visual artists and musicians).
Here are some examples where the
Pennsylvania academic standards for
arts education refer to mass media or
multimedia:

1. Critical and Aesthetic Response:
Grade 5. Identify uses of expressive

symbols that show philosophical mean-
ings in works in the arts and humanities
(for example, American TV ads versus
Asian TV ads).

Grade 5. Explain choices made regard-
ing media technique, form, subject mat-
ter, and themes that communicate the
artist’s philosophy within a work in the
arts and humanities (for example, selec-
tion of stage lighting in Leonard Bern-
stein’s West Side Story to communicate
mood).

Grade 12. Describe and analyze the
effects that works in the arts have on
groups, individuals, and the culture (for
example, Orson Welles’s 1938 radio
broadcast, War of the Worlds).

2. Creation and Production:
Grade 5. Experiment with contempo-

rary technologies (for example, color fills
on computers, animation techniques,
video teleconferencing, fonts/point sys-
tems, multimedia techniques).

Grade 12. Delineate a unifying theme
through the production of a work of art
that reflects skills in media processes
and techniques.

The clear delineation of critical and
aesthetic response from creation and
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production parallels the structure used
by media literacy educators, who
emphasize “critical reading” of media
texts and “writing” or composition of
media messages. The examples listed
above suggest that, in the view of the
writers of the document, media and pop-
ular culture texts can be used to illustrate
some ideas about how artists make art;
however, these standards do not exem-
plify an appreciation that media educa-
tion has a unique, core set of values,
ideas, and perspectives, as is systemati-
cally embedded in the academic stan-
dards of other states.

Career and technical education.
Skill-based vocational communication
arts are the predominant way that Penn-
sylvania’s youth gain opportunities to
develop experiences exploring media,
both in school and after school. About
eleven hundred secondary students in
Pennsylvania are enrolled in career and
technical education programs in audio-
visual communication arts and technol-
ogy, with 65 percent of enrollees locat-
ed in the Philadelphia metropolitan
area. The Pennsylvania Department of
Education localizes media education
within Career and Technical Education,
with two program areas: (a) digital
communication and media/multimedia,
offering an instructional program that
focuses on the “development, use and
regulation of electronic communication
technologies using computer applica-
tions . . . including the design and devel-
opment of communications”; and (b)
cinematography and film/video produc-
tion, an instructional program that pre-
pares individuals to “communicate dra-
matic information, ideas, moods, and
feelings through the making and pro-
ducing of videos” (PDE 2004). The
coordinator of these programs for
Philadelphia noted that, although during
the 1990s these programs received
equipment funding and support, there
has been little support for curriculum
development or staff development for
over ten years.

The weaknesses inherent in a voca-
tional/career orientation to media educa-
tion are inescapable. Over six hundred
fifty colleges and universities nation-
wide offer undergraduate or graduate

programs in film and media education,
so this field is highly competitive. Near-
ly 60 percent of all people working in
the film industry work freelance, on a
contract basis, or part-time, a figure that
is seven times higher than the average
for all other professional occupations.
Because employment is irregular, the
majority of media professionals also
report that they are unable to earn a liv-
ing solely from their film/video/televi-
sion-related work (Sheffield 2001). As a
result, it would seem irresponsible to
continue to implement instructional pro-
grams at the high school level that focus
on a narrow range of vocational skills.
Given the current (and future) economic
realities, career success in the dynamic
environment of the twenty-first century
demands a broad range of intellectual,
emotional, social, and technological
skills, as suggested by a recent report of
the Partnership for 21st Century Learn-
ing (2003). A narrow vocational training
that does not offer these competencies to
students is educationally irresponsible.
Table 2 outlines the capacities described
by the partnership as essential for stu-
dents to become effective workers and
citizens in an information age. These
competencies are increasingly valuable
for all workers in the United States, and
K–12 educators must ensure that stu-
dents graduate from high school with
these skills firmly in place.

Initial teacher certification and con-
tinuing professional education. In Penn-
sylvania, media education teachers must
be certified to teach courses in commu-
nication. By getting an undergraduate
degree from an approved educational
institution and taking a two-hour multi-
ple choice Praxis test in communica-
tion, Pennsylvania teachers can become
certified communications instructors,
qualified to teach advertising, journal-
ism, radio/TV, debate, public speaking,
theater, acting, English language arts,
and other similar courses to students in
grades 7–12. It is not known how many
graduates take this test annually and
gain certification in teaching communi-
cation. The performance and exit com-
petencies identified for the communica-
tions test emphasize exclusively a
“content knowledge” perspective. The

Praxis tests, initiated by the state in
2002, cover topics including general
communication, speech, theater, media,
literature, and language. Such a wide
spectrum of subject areas (with little
emphasis on demonstrating critical
thinking or creative skills) virtually
guarantees that new communications
teachers will enter the classroom with
little depth of experience in analysis and
production of theater, speech communi-
cation, or media and little exposure to
the academic literature of the pedagogy
of media education. As a result, Penn-
sylvania’s new teachers may lack the
skills, knowledge, and competencies to
design and implement effective instruc-
tion in media education.

Staff development and teacher educa-
tion. To the author’s best knowledge,
there have been no major statewide,
regional, or district-level efforts to
introduce media literacy to K–12 educa-
tors through staff development pro-
grams in Pennsylvania. A few universi-
ties and colleges are providing
opportunities for teachers to develop
their knowledge and skills, but these
programs are not well-promoted or
highly visible, particularly among
school administrators and program
leaders. The author is aware of only
three graduate-level courses offered by
colleges and universities to K–12 teach-
ers on this topic (at the University of the
Arts, Pennsylvania State University, and
Villanova University). Considering that
Pennsylvania ranks fifth among all
states in its percentage of service jobs
that are in education, this absence is
striking. Few school districts have
developed programs for educators as
part of their continuing education,
in-service, or professional development
offerings. However, in one initiative at
the University of Pennsylvania, teachers
from the Communications and Technol-
ogy Academy of Roxborough High
School in Philadelphia met regularly to
discuss reading material from the Penn
course on film and race and engaged in
reflection and curriculum planning. In
this program, filmmakers provided sev-
eral hands-on workshops for the acade-
my high school teachers on the basics of
film and video technology (Center for
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Community Partnerships 2004). Mary-
land, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New
Mexico, North Carolina, Texas, and
other states have implemented signifi-
cant district-level or state-level initia-
tives in providing in-service education
opportunities to teachers.

Universities and colleges should con-
sider opportunities to develop leadership
in media literacy at the state level. In
New York, Ithaca College has sponsored
a large-scale collaboration with the Itha-
ca Public Schools. Entitled Project Look
Sharp, the initiative brings together col-
lege faculty, undergraduate and graduate
students, and K–12 classroom teachers
for professional development experi-

ences that encourage a community-wide
critical discourse about media and pro-
vide opportunities for youth media pro-
duction with children from elementary
and secondary schools in the region.

Artist-in-residence programs in media
education. Pennsylvania has a large
number of media professionals, film-
makers, and visual artists with expertise
in multimedia. Some of these individu-
als work on a case-by-case basis with
students and educators in K–12 schools.
For example, in Meadville, Pennsylva-
nia, documentary filmmaker Mike Kee-
ley worked with a group of middle-
school students and senior citizens, in
collaboration with the Active Aging

Center, to create a documentary about
dance as a form of creative expression.
In a program sponsored by the Pennsyl-
vania Council on the Arts, Keeley taught
seniors and teens how to use portable
video equipment, and they created a film
about the variety of types of dance in the
community and screened the video at a
community event.

Based on interviews with media pro-
fessionals and media artists, it appears
that the more typical paradigm in Penn-
sylvania is to serve schools and commu-
nities as producers, documenting specif-
ic initiatives in schools and communities
and creating videos that may be screened
for local groups or on local access televi-
sion. Many times, media professionals
are asked to create a video for a school or
community so that the video can be used
to promote specific events, programs, or
initiatives. Media professionals have vol-
unteered their time to create videos on
behalf of school and community organi-
zations, where students, teachers, and
staff are filmed. But such work, impor-
tant as it is, does not promote media lit-
eracy skill development (Bazelgette
1997; Masterman 1985).

School-based collaborations with
organizations. A number of for-profit
organizations and agencies provide
opportunities for children and teens in
Pennsylvania to engage in media literacy
activities. In Willow Grove, Pennsylva-
nia, Cinekyd is a for-profit educational
service, developed by Robert Clark, Jr.,
where, for the past twenty-eight years,
children and teens from ages eight to sev-
enteen have participated in hands-on
video and audio production experiences
in a fee-based program. In 2003, the
Allegheny County Library System estab-
lished a media literacy arts lab in the
Main Library of the Carnegie Library of
Pittsburgh. The project includes collabo-
ration with a group called the Pittsburgh
Filmmakers to develop a fourteen-week
long educational program to teach media
literacy to underserved teenage students.
Pittsburgh Filmmakers is one of the
largest and oldest independent media arts
centers in the country, and in the fall of
2004 they offered a fee-based media pro-
duction program for youth from ages
fourteen to seventeen.
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TABLE 2. Twenty-first Century Learning Skills

Information and 
communication skills

Thinking and problem 
solving

Interpersonal and 
self-directional skills

Source. The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2003). Learning for the 21st Century: A Report
and MILE Guide for 21st Century Skills. Washington, DC.

Information and media literacy
Accessing, analyzing, managing, integrating, evaluating,
and creating information in a variety of forms and
media. Understanding the role of media in society. 

Communication skills
Understanding, managing, and creating effective oral,
written, and multimedia communication in a variety of
forms and contexts.

Critical thinking and systems thinking
Exercising sound reasoning in understanding and mak-
ing complex choices; understanding the interconnec-
tions among systems. 

Problem identification, formulation, and solution
Ability to frame, analyze, and solve problems.

Creativity and intellectual curiosity
Developing, implementing, and communicating new
ideas to others; staying open and responsive to new and
diverse perspectives.

Interpersonal and collaborative skills
Demonstrating teamwork and leadership; adapting to
varied roles and responsibilities; working productively
with others; exercising empathy; respecting diverse
perspectives.

Self-direction
Monitoring one’s own understanding and learning
needs; locating appropriate resources; transferring
learning from one domain to another.

Accountability and adaptability
Exercising personal responsibility and flexibility in
personal, workplace, and community contexts; setting
and meeting high standards and goals for one’s self and
others; tolerating ambiguity. 

Social responsibility
Acting responsibly with the interests of the larger
community in mind; demonstrating ethical behavior in
personal, workplace, and community contexts.



there have been more proactive efforts
on the part of leaders of media firms
(and industry professional associations)
to support media literacy in K–12 edu-
cation. For example, the Texas Cable
and Telecommunication Association
collaborated with the Texas Education
Agency (the state department of educa-
tion) to offer Viewing and Representing:
Media Literacy in Texas, a comprehen-
sive secondary-level media literacy cur-
riculum (Hobbs 2004).

As the evidence presented above sug-
gests, there is not a well-defined com-
munity of media educators in K–12
education who help articulate to educa-
tional leaders the aims, goals, and
objectives of this work. Instead, there
appear to be a very small number of col-
lege faculty, classroom teachers, and
media artists and professionals active in
individual schools, plus some entrepre-
neurial initiatives in Philadelphia and
other larger cities spearheaded by non-
profit organizations. However, there is
little evidence of local, regional, or
statewide collaboration, informal or
formal information sharing, peer cri-
tique, staff development initiatives, or
other processes that promote the devel-
opment of a consensus among reflective
practitioners. The variety of approaches
described above suggests that educa-
tors, community leaders, artists, and
media professionals in Pennsylvania are
making a meaningful effort to bring
opportunities to young people to criti-
cally analyze and create messages using
digital and electronic media. Other
states appear to have made more
progress in creating consensus among
stakeholders about both the aims and
goals of media education and in creat-
ing the institutional structures (includ-
ing leadership, resource allocation, pro-
fessional staff development, and
networking) needed to create change at
the state level.

Approaches to Media Education
Nationwide

Media literacy practices often vary
widely from school district to school
district, as many different approaches to
building media literacy skills are prolif-
erating (Hobbs 2004). But these differ-

munity. These programs are often
designed as afterschool programs to
serve low-income and minority youth.
One distinguishing characteristic of
these projects is that they may have a
distinctly vocational or career orienta-
tion, and many are short-lived and
small-scale. For example, the National
Black Programming Consortium, affili-
ated with PBS, supported a media pro-
duction project where Philadelphia
inner-city high school students, working
with media artists and mentors, were
involved in all aspects of creating broad-
cast-quality narrative projects. WDIY, a
public radio station in Easton, Pennsyl-
vania, trained high school students in
the art of radio writing and production.
Teens in the program received hands-on
training in all aspects of radio, including
interviewing, writing, and producing
feature-length stories that aired during
local broadcasts of National Public
Radio’s Morning Edition and All Things
Considered. Such programs may have
educational value to students, but critics
may see this as a novel extension of the
media industry’s proclivity to use
interns as an unpaid labor force. Accord-
ing to one station’s Web site, “Once a
student is trained we expect at least a
six-month commitment, but it is our
hope that teens will stay on with WDIY
throughout their school career and
beyond” (WDIY 2004). In May 2004,
WHYY piloted a program where
Philadelphia teens met twice a week at
Houston Community Center in South
Philadelphia to create two short docu-
mentaries in a collaboration between
WHYY and United Communities
Southeast Philadelphia. This after-
school program incorporated video pro-
duction training, media literacy, and
community activism as students created
videos on the problem of school truancy.
Through the video production process,
the students learned to view media criti-
cally and developed leadership, team
building, and creative skills. It is not
known why newspaper publishers, radio
stations, cable companies, and other
Pennsylvania media providers have not
been more active in supporting media
education. In states such as California,
Indiana, Maryland, Ohio, and Texas,

Another noteworthy nonprofit exam-
ple is the Big Picture Alliance (BPA),
which offers programs for disadvan-
taged and underserved youth in devel-
oping self-expression, life, and job
skills through the collaborative process
of creating media arts. With an annual
budget of nearly half a million dollars
from organizations including Comcast
and the William Penn Foundation, BPA
has partnered with schools, community
centers, and arts organizations to help
students access advanced technologies,
including digital media, computer arts,
and the Internet. Through hands-on
training, the BPA uses young people’s
interest in media making to develop lan-
guage and communication skills, criti-
cal thinking, teamwork, and self-
esteem. The BPA has a diverse staff and
network of professional media makers,
reaching more than five hundred youth
between ages fifteen and twenty over
the past ten years. In these productions,
students are empowered to create proj-
ects that speak of their lives, dreams,
and communities. Videos and films that
have been created by young people have
also been used in some Pennsylvania
schools for screening and discussion, as
groups of students get a chance to hear
and respond to the voices of their peers.

In most communities across the Unit-
ed States, it is difficult to provide oppor-
tunities for young people’s media works
to be screened or distributed. In Philadel-
phia, however, the Prince Music Theater
has been a leading supporter of youth-
produced media artwork, and their initia-
tive has been recognized nationwide.
Supported by the Sharon Pinkerson Film
Project, the Prince Theater hosted an
energetic week-long celebration of
young media artists and activists
between the ages of ten and twenty-one.
Over sixty films from the Philadelphia
region were screened in May 2004. It is
uncertain if this will be an annual event,
but such initiatives are critically impor-
tant in helping to provide an audience for
work created by students.

Initiatives supported by media orga-
nizations. There have been a few special
initiatives in Pennsylvania to support
media education, almost exclusively
coming from the public television com-
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ent practices can be conceptualized
along a continuum with four phases, as
articulated by Elizabeth Thoman (1996):

1. Awareness of time and choice in
media consumption. This component of
media literacy involves gaining con-
sciousness and sensitivity regarding the
extent and magnitude of individuals’
exposure to different kinds of media
messages, from billboards, tee shirts,
newspapers, television, video games,
movies, and the Internet. Activities may
involve counting and measuring one’s
use of media, exploring different plea-
sures and satisfactions people receive
from a range of media messages, and
learning strategies for managing media
and technology use in the home.

2. Critical reading/viewing skills and
media production activities. This com-
ponent of media literacy involves devel-
oping skills for analyzing and producing
media messages, explicitly extending
the traditional skills of literacy to
include “critical reading” and “writing”
for the mass media. Producing media
messages has long been understood as
one of the most valuable methods to
gain insight on how messages are con-
structed. Critical analysis examines spe-
cific techniques involved in constructing
messages by looking inside the frame of
media messages to study specific pat-
terns in choice of aesthetic forms, gen-
res, and modalities, with an emphasis on
choices that shape the representation of
social reality. “Looking inside the
frame” includes examining the range of
choices made by the author about the
“text,” including asking questions about
the author’s motives, purpose, and point
of view; the techniques used to attract
attention; the use of image, sound and
language to convey meaning; and the
range of different interpretations that are
likely for different individuals.

3. Analysis of political, economic,
social, and cultural contexts of the
media environment. This component of
media literacy involves gaining knowl-
edge about the ways in which media
institutions are shaped by the historical,
political, economic, and social forces.
For example, students can learn about
the historical and economic conditions
which, during the nineteenth and early

part of the twentieth centuries, led to the
rise of photography as a mass medium.
They can examine the economic rela-
tionships between advertising and a
consumer culture; study the patterns of
representation of masculinity, power,
and violence in sports reporting; exam-
ine how advertiser preferences shape
TV programming; understand govern-
ment’s role in subsidizing the technolo-
gies that comprise the Internet; or learn
about the historical dimensions of
broadcast deregulation and reform and
advocacy initiatives.

4. Media advocacy, media action,
and social change. This component of
media literacy involves active participa-
tion in efforts to mobilize public opin-
ion toward a specific policy of media
reform, or in using specific media
strategies to attract press interest, build
coalitions, shape policy making, and
change offensive or problematic prac-
tices on a number of social issues. For
example, students can write letters to
advertisers about programs that they
dislike, or they can support campaigns
that raise awareness of the need to pro-
tect First Amendment rights in cyber-
space. They can create their own media
campaigns to promote a particular
social health issue, such as violence,
alcohol abuse, or smoking. For exam-
ple, teachers and students in the com-
munity of Billerica, Massachusetts
organized a comprehensive antismoking
media campaign (with print letters to
the editor and editorials, video PSAs
aired on local community access televi-
sion, a community billboard, and
posters) as part of their school-wide “Ad
Lab” project in 1994.

A number of states have articulated
media education more comprehensively
than is evident in Pennsylvania. Wis-
consin has developed a statewide cur-
riculum framework for media arts, rec-
ognizing its intersection with the fields
of the arts, communication, and educa-
tion. In state documents, media arts is
defined as the study of human commu-
nication through film, photography,
video, audio, computer/digital arts, and
interactive media. There are two strands
in the curriculum: the creative strand
encourages students to employ the ele-

ments of space, time, light, motion,
color, and sound to express their per-
spectives, feelings, and ideas; and the
critical strand invites students to inter-
pret, analyze, and evaluate media within
aesthetic, cultural, and historical con-
texts to become more enlightened con-
sumers and effective citizens (Perpich
Center, 2002, 1). In presenting a scope
and sequence of instructional goals, the
following rationale is useful for includ-
ing media arts within the context of
K–12 arts education:

1. The media arts teach students how
to communicate effectively and cre-
atively using the new technologies of
visual and auditory communication.

2. The media arts give students the
critical skills to ensure that they control
the images they see or hear, rather than
let those images control them.

3. The media arts emphasize the
importance of understanding and
respecting the personal, cultural, and
historical contexts of media.

4. The media arts are oriented towards
the meaningful use of knowledge—the
ability to apply classroom analysis to the
world in which they live.

5. The media arts emphasize a
process of inquiry-based approach to
learning.

6. The media arts are crossdiscipli-
nary and offer students an opportunity
to apply knowledge in more than one
discipline.

7. The media arts teach students to
work effectively in groups.

Wisconsin builds consensus about the
aims and goals of arts education through
regular statewide conferences and staff
development programs for educators,
community leaders, artists, and media
professionals. For example, in February
2004, the Wisconsin Alliance for Arts
Education, a coalition of statewide arts
education organizations, held its annual
conference with a special focus on “The
Intersection of Media, Education, and the
Arts.” This program featured national
scholars and local practitioners in a two-
day program. New literacies that involve
images, sounds, movement, spaces, and
experiences are becoming recognized by
arts educators as crucial to learners’

20 Arts Education Policy Review



development and for effective leadership
in the twenty-first century (Wisconsin
Alliance for Arts Education 2004).

Another state with a strong focus in
media arts is Minnesota. As a result of
strong leadership among media arts edu-
cators since the 1970s, media arts have
long been included within arts education
in the state. Arts education standards for
media arts begin in grade 9, with two
strands: analysis and interpretation and
creation and performance. For example,
in the creation and performance stan-
dards, students are expected to be able to

1. understand the integration of the
following components of media arts:

a. elements, including images, sound,
space, time, motion, and sequence;

b. principles, such as repetition, unity,
or contrast;

c. vocabulary;
d. structures, such as chronological or

spatial;
e. styles, such as documentary, narra-

tive, or abstract;
f. technical skills, such as the selection

and use of the tools of the medium;

2. understand the cultural, historical,
or social contexts that influence the cre-
ation of media arts;

3. use artistic processes to create a
single, complex work or multiple works
in media arts;

4. generate and clarify artistic intent
for work in media arts;

5. make decisions based on artistic
intent;

6. make choices based on analysis of
audience and occasion for media art-
work; and

7. revise media artwork using multi-
ple sources of critique and feedback
(Minnesota State Department of Educa-
tion 2003).

The state’s academic standards clearly
privilege the creative expression dimen-
sion of media arts, but many media arts
education projects in the state incorporate
collaboration with community artists and
activists on social issues. For example,
middle-school girls in Minnesota and
Michigan took part in a project that
included two videoconferences hosted
via the state’s provider of Internet2 band-

width. In the first conference, in February
2003, the girls shared ideas on visual lit-
eracy, compared and contrasted video
and print ads, and took a specific ad and
transformed it into their own version. In
the second session in April, they learned
how to tell a story in images and make
their own video public service announce-
ment. Founded by a group of women
media professionals, TVbyGirls (2004)
works with art educators in schools to
reinforce girls’ leadership potential and
hone their critical thinking skills to com-
bat devaluing messages received from the
media.

In a federally funded initiative enti-
tled A Choice of Weapons, Minneapo-
lis educators pioneered a media arts
program that sought to improve stu-
dents’ understanding of media arts and
media literacy through a substantial
emphasis on teacher staff develop-
ment, parent outreach, and community
forums. Library/media specialists, art
teachers, technology specialists, and
grade-level classroom teachers worked
together to engage grade 4–8 students
in activities where they helped stu-
dents analyze media violence and cre-
ate their own anti-violence messages.
For example, one group of students
shot images of the positive and nega-
tive features of their neighborhood and
produced a public display of their
work. Another group of students creat-
ed video public service announce-
ments that presented positive alterna-
tives to destructive behavior. Staff
development specialists provided
opportunities for teachers to get assis-
tance in lesson planning and to help
identify resources for instruction; they
conducted mini-workshops for teams
of teachers who were working in col-
laborative teams. A program assess-
ment revealed that, to sustain innova-
tive instructional practices, teachers
need professional development learn-
ing experiences and plenty of practice
with visual and digital technologies;
they need planning time to work as a
team; and they need opportunities to
share their experiences and learn from
each other by trying new practices and
reflecting on what happened with sup-
portive colleagues (Ingram 2001).

Policy Recommendations

Arts educators may worry about the
blurring of interdisciplinary and cross-
disciplinary perspectives that inform
media education; at the same time, they
recognize that it is far better to empow-
er children and young people with the
ability to sift through and critically ana-
lyze media and create messages than to
tell them to “stick their head in the
sand” (O’Brien 2002). Media education
has the potential to energize arts educa-
tion in the State of Pennsylvania by con-
necting the goals and aims of arts edu-
cation to the lived experiences of
students who are growing up in twenty-
first-century contemporary culture. The
following recommendations stem from
the findings presented in this report:

1. Support statewide and regional
staff development to build leadership in
media education. To enhance the ability
of Pennsylvania educators to integrate
media literacy into arts education,
teachers and educational leaders need
opportunities to develop their own
capacity for critically analyzing and
evaluating media messages and creating
their own forms of self-expression and
communication using images, language,
and sound. With leadership from the
Pennsylvania Department of Education
and support from a few school districts
with a history of academic leadership,
interested teachers with expertise in the-
ater, visual arts, music, humanities, or
English education should be encour-
aged to attend summer institutes and
regional workshops that introduce them
to the theoretical concepts of media
education and the growing array of
instructional materials available for
K–12 educators. Particular attention
should be paid to assist in curriculum
development and teacher education for
the faculty who staff the career and
technical education communications
programs in the School District of
Philadelphia.

2. Develop networking and informa-
tion sharing among educators to
improve instructional practices. Temple
University launched the Media Smart
Seminars in spring 2004 to bring togeth-
er K–12 educators and college faculty
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with interests in media literacy. There
need to be many such opportunities for
teachers across Pennsylvania to share
their experiences with colleagues and
receive the support of “critical friends”
who encourage reflective practice. Uni-
versities or colleges in major metropoli-
tan areas of the state should consider
establishing regional membership in the
Alliance for a Media Literate America
(AMLA), the national non-profit mem-
bership organization that supports the
National Media Education Conference,
a biannual event that brings together
media educators from K–12 and higher
education nationwide for sharing, net-
working, and professional development.
These regional groups could develop
one-day conferences to introduce teach-
ers and parents in the community to
media literacy.

3. Create a blue-ribbon commission
to make recommendations for revising
the PDE Communication certificate.
The Pennsylvania Department of Edu-
cation Communication certificate
appears to be an artifact of the 1970s
and is in need of significant updating. A
group of state educators, scholars, and
national leaders with expertise in media
education and allied areas should be
convened to explore how the PDE Com-
munication certificate could be
strengthened to reflect current realities
of educational theory and practice in
twenty-first-century classrooms. Such a
commission report could enable state
universities and colleges to revise their
instructional offerings to reflect a more
sophisticated understanding of effective
practices of teaching and learning in
media education.

4. Provide increased opportunities for
showcasing student work. Many com-
munication teachers in Pennsylvania’s
high schools have been producing the
same cycle of talk shows and morning
announcements for years on end. Teach-
ers and students benefit from having
opportunities to screen and respond to
works that move beyond this tradition to
explore a wider range of genres and
expressive forms. A nonprofit arts orga-
nization should be enlisted in helping to
identify and gather examples of creative
works of student media production.

With low-cost DVDs or online stream-
ing video, it would be possible to
increase access to youth-produced
media substantially in the state, perhaps
through a network of local community
access centers or through online access.

5. Provide funding to support
research to identify best practices.
Pennsylvania is blessed with an abun-
dance of resources in the field of mass
media and communication arts.
Arguably the country’s best graduate
program in communication studies is
located at the University of Pennsylva-
nia, which also has an outstanding grad-
uate program in education. Temple Uni-
versity, Penn State, the University of the
Arts, and Drexel University have strong
programs in media studies, broadcast-
ing, public relations, journalism, adver-
tising, and new media. Pennsylvania’s
scholars could help to identify best
practices, explore the conditions that
most optimally support student learn-
ing, and help develop programs that
bring competent, well-trained teachers
into Pennsylvania’s K–12 classrooms.

Notice that this article does not call for
increased funding for hardware and tech-
nology. Evidence shows that digital tools
already available in American public
schools are underused. In a survey of stu-
dents, Education Week (2001) found that
digital cameras, video cameras, and com-
puters are widely available and in good
working order, but that 50 percent of stu-
dents say they use school computers for
one hour or less per week. Teachers sim-
ply don’t know how to integrate instruc-
tion that blends critical analysis and cre-
ative media production using technology.
In Utah, which has committed millions
of dollars to wire classrooms across the
state, fewer than 20 percent of 3,575 stu-
dents surveyed said that they had used
digital tools to create their own multime-
dia messages (Tyner 2003). For Pennsyl-
vania educators, the way to improve the
likelihood that students will graduate
from high school with the competencies
they need to be successful in college and
in life outside the classroom is to
improve the qualifications, skills, and
knowledge of those educators who work
directly with students to gain the knowl-

edge, skills, and competencies that they
need for life in a complex, media- and
technology-saturated society. Pennsylva-
nia’s students deserve this opportunity.
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