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Abstract

In recent years, the media literacy education movement has developed to help individuals
of all ages acquire the competencies necessary to fully participate in the modern world of
media convergence. Yet media literacy education is not practiced uniformly at all educa-
tional levels. This study used a survey to compare the extent to which students are ex-
posed to several basic elements of media literacy education at the high school and univer-
sity levels. Results suggest that students are exposed to more course content related to
media use and creation in high school, but more course content related to media analysis
in college.
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Each day, the average American watches over five hours of television (Nielsen, 2010a),
and spends almost one and a half hours viewing Web pages (Nielsen, 2010b). Social net-
working has become the most popular online activity, with Facebook claiming more than
500 million users (Wortham, 2010) and Twitter claiming 105 million users (Chacksfield,
2010). The trend continues even when the connection is wireless, with the average teen
sending or receiving a staggering 3,705 text messages per month (Nielsen, 2010c). It is
clear that, as Lundby (2009) recently wrote, traditional media, new media, and mobile
media are “everywhere, all embracing,” (p. 2) or as Duran, Yousman, Walsh, and Long-
shore (2008) suggested, “ubiquitous and unavoidable in the modern world” (p. 52).

In light of the media saturated nature of modern life, it has been widely acknowledged
that today’s students need to develop new media-related competencies that will prepare
them to live and participate in the world of the present and future (Avery, 2007; Jenkins,
2006, 2008). Accordingly, the very idea of what literacy entails has begun to evolve.
While literacy has traditionally applied specifically to written or spoken applications
(Brown, 1998), today the concept has come to involve a wide variety of contexts in
which meaning creation can occur. These new multiple literacies include, among other
things, media literacy.

Media literacy has many applications within many contexts (Hobbs, 1994). But at its
core, one widely accepted definition suggests that media literacy involves possessing the
ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and communicate messages in a wide variety of forms
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(Aufderheide, 1993). Building on this general definition, the National Association for
Media Literacy Education developed a list of key ideas associated with accessing, analyz-
ing, evaluating, and communicating media:

1. All media messages are “constructed.”

Each medium has different characteristics, strengths, and a unique “language” of

construction.

Media messages are produced for particular purposes.

All media messages contain embedded values and points of view.

5. People use their individual skills, beliefs and experiences to construct their own
meanings from media messages.

6. Media and media messages can influence beliefs, attitudes, values, behaviors, and
the democratic process. (National Association, 2007)

P w

Learning about such issues is especially important for individuals today. In addition to
the practical fact that media literacy competencies are increasingly necessary for gainful
employment, such competencies are also needed to understand, appreciate, and partici-
pate in social life in the modern world. As Jenkins (2006) highlighted, contemporary so-
ciety is characterized by media convergence. This convergence involves an active culture
comprised of engaged, participative consumers who create, share, and seek out new in-
formation related to activities such as forming affiliations (e.g. social networking), ex-
pression (e.g. producing new creative media), collaborative problem-solving (e.g. Wiki-
pedia entries), and circulation (e.g. blogging). In order to fully participate in this culture
of media convergence, individuals must simultaneously possess a mix of both analytical
and creative competencies.

Such participation not only allows individuals to develop cross-media creativity (Deuze,
2007), but also encourages individuals to reimagine their role with media. In the process,
this can also lead to the development of a more complicated and analytical relationship
with media institutions and, as Jenkins (2008) wrote, “reconstruct their images of the
‘audience’ as co-creators rather than as (passive) consumers” (p. 7). In a world of media
omnipresence, the importance of defining the nature of this relationship becomes espe-
cially important.

The movement to address such issues has gathered considerable momentum in recent
decades. This has especially been the case at the K-12 level, where growth has been evi-
denced by increasing practical application and academic research.

First, there has been a significant growth in the number and scope of courses related to
media literacy which are offered to students. This has especially been the case within
secondary schools, where media literacy is often incorporated into elective or vocational
classes. As Hobbs (2004) suggested, the growing popularity of this subject can be evi-
denced by the fact that there are over 10,000 journalism teachers and 1,500 media spe-
cialists in K-12 schools in the United States, and about half of the nearly 16,500 high
schools in the nation have media production facilities (National Center, 2010).
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Additionally, there has been a dramatic and important growth of scholarly research in the
past two decades regarding media literacy education at the K-12 level. Such research has
considered a broad array of programs designed to help primary and secondary students
develop media literacy competencies. For instance, research at the K-12 level has consid-
ered the effectiveness of media literacy programs designed to teach about decoding media
messages (Behson, 2002; Brown, 1991), analyzing advertisements (Austin & Johnson,
1997; Gonzales, Glik, Davoudi & Ang, 2004; Hindin, Contento & Gussow, 2004), under-
standing body-image issues related to media images (Fuler, Damica & Rodgers, 2004;
Irving & Berel, 2001; Irving, DuPen & Berel, 1998; Levine, Smolak & Schermer, 1996;
Piran, Levine & Irving, 2000; Wade, Davidson & O’Dea, 2003), interpreting television
images of crime and violence (Rosenkoetter, Rosenkoetter, Ozretich & Acock, 2004;
Scharrer, 2006; Vooijs & van der Voort, 1993), and identifying main ideas, purpose, tar-
get audience, and construction techniques (Hobbs & Frost, 2003).

However, while there is clearly a new emphasis on media literacy education at the K-12
level, evidence suggests that such competencies are often not built on or addressed fur-
ther at the college level. Research into the extent to which media literacy is addressed at
the university level is challenging for a variety of reasons, including the cross-
disciplinary nature of media literacy objectives. However, what research has been con-
ducted suggests just how limited media literacy education programs are in colleges and
universities.

Mihailidis (2006) conducted an analysis of 48 journalism and mass communication pro-
grams in the U.S., and found that just 18 institutions included in the sample offered
courses with the phrase “media literacy” in their title. The following year, Stuhlman &
Silverblatt (2007) completed a survey of 1400 colleges and universities in the U.S. A to-
tal of 242 institutions participated in the survey, and just 158 reported offering media lit-
eracy courses (see Silverblatt, Baker, Tyner, & Stuhlman, 2002). Thus, while media liter-
acy education may have a foothold within higher education in the US, its growth remains
slow. Further, additional research in the area is needed. As Mihailidis (2008) recognized
in an analysis of existent research related to media literacy in higher education, “More
empirical evaluation of media literacy outcomes in the university is needed. Post-
secondary media literacy has suffered from a substantial lack of empirical data . . . ” (p.
11).

A new way to measure the growth of media literacy programs within higher education is
to survey students to determine the extent to which they perceive that they are exposed to
coursework which addresses media literacy competencies. Because competencies associ-
ated with media use, creation, or analysis may be addressed in courses not labeled spe-
cifically as “media literacy” courses, because some educators may reject to the use of a
label, and “because it is difficult if not inadequate to attempt to tease out learning out-
comes from syllabi and course overviews” (Mihailidis, 2008, p. 10), a student survey
provides an alternative way to determine the extent to which such objectives are being
addressed within higher education.

The Journal of Effective Teaching, Vol. 12, No. 1, 2012, 64-77
©2012 Al rights reserved



Media Literacy Education 67

Such a consideration of college-level media literacy coursework should be conducted
within the context of the entire educational system. University-level education does not
happen in isolation, but rather constitutes a stage in the educational career of a student.
As such, a comparison of what students learn in higher education should also consider
students’ learning experiences prior to entering college in order to determine the way in
which their university-level experiences do, or do not, build on their prior learning.

Accordingly, this topic can be explored by considering the following research question:
To what extent do students perceive being exposed to course content related to media lit-
eracy within high school and college?

Method
Participants

Participants were selected from a sample of students enrolled in courses at a four-year
public university. Approval was obtained from the university’s Institutional Review
Board prior to sending out email invitations, and a total of 736 participants responded and
participated in a Web-based survey. After eliminating data from participants who com-
pleted fewer than 80% of the questionnaire items or indicated they were graduate stu-
dents, incoming first-year students who had not yet taken any college courses, or below
the age of 18, a sample of 409 participants remained, accounting for 4.01% of the under-
graduate student population at the university involved in the study. The 8.5% response
rate is within acceptable limits for Web-based or email questionnaires (Schonlav, Fricker
& Elliott, 2001). The mean age of participants was 21.14 years, 70.1% (n = 284) were
female, and 29.9% (n = 121) were male.

Measures

Defined by Creswell (2003) as a method which “provides a quantitative or numeric de-
scription of trends, attitudes, or opinions of a population by studying a sample of that
population” (p. 153), the questionnaire has a long history in social scientific research and
is an established means for gathering data among student populations and in educational
settings (Accrediting Council, 2004; Parsons, 2007; Singleton & Straits, 1999). Accord-
ingly, a 14-item Web-based questionnaire was designed to study student exposure to
course content related to media literacy. Students were asked questions about their expo-
sure to course competencies in both high school and college in order to provide some
comparison between different levels in the educational system. The Web-based format
was used to make participation both convenient and anonymous.

The media competencies addressed in this questionnaire focused on video and Web-
based media. Such new media are particularly relevant for two primary reasons. First,
such new media are increasingly important in the modern era of media convergence
(Avery, 2007; Jenkins, 2006, 2008). Second, a focus on such new media is consistent
with the attention that media literacy scholars and practitioners frequently place on media
with a visual and multimodal nature (Jewitt, 2005; Sefton-Green, 2006) and digital and
Web-based applications (Livingston, 2004).
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The questionnaire consisted of demographic background questions, a rating scale which
asked students to identify if they have been exposed to certain types of media education
in high school and college, and one open ended response question. The open ended re-
sponse question was included in order to provide participants the opportunity to elaborate
on their experiences and provide additional information regarding the way in which they
have learned about media over time. Gathering such qualitative data adds an important
dimension to educational research and allows for the lived experiences of individuals to
inform the researcher, and potentially provide additional, rich insights into a particular
environment or culture which might have otherwise been overlooked.

To validate the measure, a trial study (N = 22) was conducted at a community college in
southeastern Pennsylvania. After revising questions based on participant feedback to im-
prove clarity, the measure was administered to study participants.

The Cronbach’s alpha test was used to establish the reliability of the measure. Analysis
during both the trial study and the study indicated that the measure had good internal
consistency (o >.70). Specifically, in the trial study, the measure had an alpha coefficient
of .935, and in the actual study the measure had an alpha coefficient of .941.

Results

Data suggest that media literacy competencies were addressed more often in high school
than in college (Table 1). Results might be divided into three categories of competencies
associated with media literacy: learning about media use, learning about media creation,
and learning about media analysis (Wulff, 1997).

Regarding the first category, questionnaire data demonstrated that students reported using
video and Web-based media in high school (77.4%) more often than in college (73.4%).
Specifically, more student participants reported taking courses in high school that in-
volved video use (68.7%) and Web use (86.0%), than students reported taking courses in
college that involved video use (61.9%) or Web use (84.8%).

The trend was more dramatic for the second category of media literacy competencies.
When considering student exposure to courses that involved media creation, students re-
ported creating video and Web-based media in high school (48.3%) more often than in
college (31.1%). Specifically, students reported taking courses in high school that in-
volved video creation (53.4%) or Web creation (43.1%) more frequently than students
reported taking courses in college that involved video creation (29.0%) or Web creation
(33.1%).

The third category considered learning about media analysis. Here the trend was re-
versed, and students reported taking fewer courses in high school regarding media analy-
sis (43.4%) than in college (57.6%).

Thus, while 14.2% more students reported exposure to course content regarding media
analysis in college than high school, 24.4% fewer students reported exposure to video
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Table 1. Participant Exposure to Media Literacy Education
in High School vs. College (%)

Item High School College Difference
Video Use 68.7 61.9 -6.8
Web Use 86.0 84.8 -1.2
Video Creation 534 29.0 -24.4
Web Creation 43.1 33.1 -10.0
Media Analysis 43.4 57.6 +14.2

creation and 10.0% fewer students reported exposure to Web creation in college than in
high school.

These data were backed up by comments provided by student participants when asked an
open-response question. One first-year undeclared student, when writing about her ex-
periences learning about media in college, compared it to her previous several years in
high school. She wrote, “This is my first year I have not done anything yet.”

Another first-year finance student compared his experiences creating new media in high
school and college, noting that, while high school involved creating a film documentary,
course content related to new media in college has focused exclusively on PowerPoint.
This student wrote, “During my senior year in High School, I had to create a documen-
tary of my mission to Mississippi to help the victims of Hurricane Katrina. Also, for
Spanish AP, and Entreprenuershop [sic] class -- I had to create powerpoints to present to
our class about a certain topic. Now at [this university], I had to create a PowerPoint
about Film Festival and present it about 40 students.”

To check the students’ perspective, the university’s course catalogue was also searched.
While there was one graduate-level education course which focused on media literacy,
there were no named “media literacy” courses listed in the university course catalogue.
While some course titles appeared to deal with certain elements of media literacy, includ-
ing “Television Production,” which deals with media creation, and “Interpreting Film,”
which deals with media analysis, there was no indication that there were any structured
courses — or series of courses — which were designed to comprehensively address all cat-
egories of media literacy competencies. The phrase “media literacy” was not included in
any curriculum documents available on the university’s Web site.
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In contrast, the public school district in the same municipality as the university consid-
ered in this study included media literacy as a central element of its “Literacy Mission”
document, stating that students need to develop visual literacy, media literacy, multicul-
tural literacy, and information literacy.

Discussion

Data demonstrate that student participants in this study are exposed to less media-related
coursework in college than they are in high school. Further, data suggest that university
level educators may place a special emphasis on the analytical dimension of media liter-
acy while neglecting topics related to media creation and use.

While such results cannot be interpreted as suggesting that this same issue exists every-
where, such findings do suggest a concerning trend. Even if college is effectively meeting
the goal of promoting critical thinking, it is difficult to imagine why it would be appro-
priate to ignore media use or creation. All three categories of competencies are interre-
lated: fully developing any one requires possessing other competencies as well. Further-
more, this trend is alarming because students who learn about media creation in high
school may lose these competencies if they are not reinforced in college. Thus, despite
the efforts of educators at the K-12 level to promote media literacy and engage students
in the type of new media creation that will be important for the future, these competen-
cies may be lost by students who are not encouraged to use them during their college
years.

Such findings are not, however, entirely surprising. Rather, data gathered in this study
confirm what other media scholars have suggested: the implementation of media literacy
curricula in post-secondary higher education is still in its infancy stages (Aufderheide,
1993; Brown, 1991; Stuhlman & Silverblatt, 2007). As Wulff (1997) wrote: “In higher
education the progress towards the incorporation of media literacy as an essential ability
in higher education appears minimal” (p. 124).

There are several reasons why this may be the case. The slow growth of media literacy
curricula in higher education may be because of: (1) confusion among faculty regarding
what media literacy actually involves, (2) a general perception that students are “digital
natives” who do not require media training, or (3) a lingering belief that media courses do
not have a place within a liberal arts program of study.

First, faculty members may be confused regarding what media literacy involves in part
because media literacy competencies may be addressed in a variety of disciplinary con-
texts in a decentralized fashion with little or no theoretical focus (Schmidt, 2011). Thus,
because media literacy may be “a child known by many names” (Hobbs, 1994), with
many applications within many contexts, it can be difficult to identify or coordinate co-
herent objectives.

Second, students are often overrated as being more media savvy than they actually are
(Hargittai, 2010). As Kennedy, Judd, Churchward, Gray, and Krause (2007) noted,
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It is assumed that the technological experiences of students are more or less ho-
mogeneous and that most, if not all, incoming university students are digital na-
tives. Not only is it assumed that these students will have had broadly universal
experiences, but that they will also have a sophisticated knowledge and under-
standing of information and communication technologies (ICTs). (p. 109)

However, research has demonstrated that college students are familiar only with certain
everyday media technologies, and are significantly less comfortable with a broad array of
other technological, media, and digital applications. Despite widespread perceptions to
the contrary, the “digital native” generation is “native” only to a very limited subset of
technologies.

For instance, Salaway, Katz, Caruso, Kvavik, and Nelson (2006) conducted a survey with
28,724 respondents across 96 colleges and universities and found that while college stu-
dents are regularly involved in basic media use (such as sending email, conducting online
research, downloading music or video files, or social networking), students only infre-
quently engage in more complicated activities which require a greater extent of media
literacy competencies: about three quarters of students indicated that they had either mi-
nimal or no experience editing or creating Web pages, using audio or video editing soft-
ware, or blogging.

Similarly, after publishing the results of a study for the Pew Internet and American Life
Project, Lenhart, Ling, Campbell, and Purcell (2010) concluded: “Adolescents have been
called ‘digital natives,” but data suggests that they are both comfortable with new tech-
nologies, and yet not always as technically savvy as we collectively believe them to be.”

Third, despite the fact that some faculty “still cling to the notion that studying media and
pop culture is not a serious or worthy academic pursuit” (Silverblatt et al., 2002, p. 5),
coursework related to media literacy competencies can have a place in a liberal arts edu-
cation. In addition to helping students develop the ability to better understand the world
in which they live, media literacy courses often have goals which bridge the gap between
the sometimes competing functions of providing both a liberal education and training
students to gain marketable professional skills (Christ & Potter, 1998; Mihailidis, 2006).

Indeed, there are several potential reasons why media literacy education is avoided at the
college level. Nevertheless, media literacy education can have a meaningful role in a uni-
versity setting (Considine, 2004; Lipschultz & Hilt, 2007). In addition to the professional
relevance of media literacy competencies, media literacy also helps to foster a set of
abilities necessary for an engaged citizenry. As Masterman (1985) suggested, media edu-
cation can play a critical role in fostering stronger democracies in which engaged citizens
have the ability “to wield power, make rational decisions, become effective change-
agents, and have an effective involvement with the media” (p. 13). Further, as Mihailidis
(2008) suggested, college and university classes are often the last formal educational set-
ting in which individuals can develop competencies related to both understanding and
creating media, and consider an array of issues which can help them to participate in a
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democracy shaped by the modern era of media convergence (Jenkins, 2006). Mihailidis
wrote:

How do we understand our community as a reflection of media? What does it
mean to be “informed”? Where and how can we find diverse, credible and inde-
pendent information? What are the avenues for participation in the civic process?
How can we appreciate media’s necessary role for civil society? Through such in-
quiries, media literacy stands to bring added value to existing media disciplines in
higher education (p. 3).

Limitations

This study used a student self-report questionnaire to measure the extent to which media
literacy competencies are addressed at the university level. This method was selected for
several reasons. First, it made possible the comparison of student experiences in both
high school and college. Second, this method allowed for the measurement of what is
learned as opposed to what is supposed to be taught. Third, it allowed for the reporting of
all instances where media literacy competencies were addressed, regardless of whether
such activities were labeled as “media literacy” or not. However, there are limitations as-
sociated with this method. First, self-report questionnaires rely on the memory and hon-
esty of participants. However, because this survey did not deal with personal or sensitive
matters, such self-report bias should be minimal. Another limitation of this study is the
sample size. While the study did consider a cross section of students enrolled in classes at
a public university, the results may have limited generalizability due to socioeconomic or
geographic factors associated with the high schools which students attended.

Directions for Future Research

Additional research into media literacy at the college level is needed. Specifically, such
research can consider both faculty and student perceptions. First, studies of faculty per-
ceptions can consider reasons why faculty members include, or avoid, media literacy top-
ics in their classes. Such data would offer a fresh perspective, and provide first-hand ac-
counts of the challenges that are faced by educators regarding media education.

Second, new research can consider university student media literacy competencies. While
this study has shown that university students are only infrequently exposed to media lit-
eracy coursework, new research can consider if they are developing media competencies
elsewhere. Having a better appreciation of student media competencies will allow educa-
tors to better understand which media literacy goals are most important to focus on. By
continuing such research, and learning about the needs of university students, it will be
possible to ensure that colleges and universities are successfully meeting the needs of the
modern age.
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Conclusion

There are real benefits associated with helping today’s college students develop new me-
dia literacy competencies. However, the current trend to avoid comprehensive media lit-
eracy programs at the college level has serious implications for society. In a world char-
acterized by digital media and visual culture, media literacy has developed an importance
akin to that of traditional alphabetic literacy. Because of this, it is important that all
members of society develop competencies related to media use, creation, and analysis in
order to both participate in a democratic culture and compete in the modern workforce.

Yet, if this is to happen, then it must first be recognized that media literacy education is
not the domain of K-12 educators alone. Instead, college-level educators in all disciplines
do well to consider new ways to help develop this array of competencies among students.
Suggestions on how to accomplish this have already been made (Blanchard & Christ,
1993; Tan, 1999), and some strides have been taken to explore and develop standards
which could potentially help guide the implementation of multimodal assignments in
courses across the college curriculum (Simons, Baird & Watts, 2010). Yet it is clear that
there is no one-size-fits-all approach to addressing media literacy competencies for col-
lege students. While the optimal solution may vary from institution to institution, the
need does not: today’s college students require continual exposure to media-related
coursework. If the educational system — at the primary, secondary, and university levels —
is going to continue to adjust and adapt to the changing needs of modern life, it is impor-
tant to consider new ways to adjust, adapt, and integrate new media better into existing
curricula.
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