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Perceptions of Media Literacy Assessment: A Mixed Methods Study 

Evelien A. M. Schilder 

ABSTRACT 

Media literacy scholars have to a great extent ignored the assessment of media literacy 

outcomes and associated challenges. Martens (2010) states that evaluating and explaining the 

effectiveness of media literacy education is one of the most overwhelming challenges for current 

research in the field. Buckingham and Domaille (2009) claim that the lack of structured 

assessment procedures likely contributed to the lack of status of media literacy education. The 

purpose of this mixed methods study (exploratory sequential design) was therefore to explore the 

views of media literacy scholars and professionals on media literacy assessment through 

qualitative interviews (N = 10) with the intent of using this information to develop a quantitative 

survey to validate and extend the qualitative findings with a larger sample of media literacy 

professionals and scholars from all around the world (N = 171). 

The study provides an overview of goals and outcomes of media literacy education. In 

addition, it provides information about the extent to which outcomes are specified and by whom 

these outcomes are specified. The study also offers a comprehensive overview of assessment 

methods that were used by participants of the study, the role that media literacy plays in their 

work, and the entities which developed these assessment methods. It provides further detail 

about the extent to which the learning process and product are assessed, the importance of 

context in assessment, approaches that are used to evaluate and interpret students’ work, and 

factors that influence the way participants assess media literacy. The study also offers an 

overview of assessment challenges that were encountered by participants and the extent to which 

these are considered challenges for the field. In addition, for each of the assessment methods that 

were used by participants, a distinct set of challenges is identified. An account of the extent that 

respondents felt constrained by any outside regulations or mandates is provided as well, along 

with a description of how they would assess media literacy void of these constraints. Finally, 

methods to overcome media literacy challenges are presented, along with recommendations to 

improve the effectiveness of media literacy assessment. 
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Chapter 1 - Introduction 

The Research Problem 

Media literacy education has gained a lot of attention the past decades. In the last 10 years, 

50 doctoral dissertations have been written on the topic, two media literacy journals (Journal of 

Media Literacy Education and The Media Education Research Journal) have been established, 

and the keyword ‘media literacy’ currently generates over two million web pages (Hobbs, 2011). 

Furthermore, Hobbs (2011) argues that there is more engaged participation between scholars and 

practitioners on media literacy than was ever dreamed of just a decade ago.  

Even though media literacy education seems to be thriving, media literacy assessment 

remains an issue of concern. According to Livingstone and Thumim (2003), there is not much 

consensus over the appropriate way to measure media literacy. This is reflected by the variety of 

ways media literacy is assessed. Livingstone and Thumim (2003) state that different research 

methodologies and samples make it difficult to draw comparisons. Scharrer (2002) argues that 

even though there is a generalized understanding about what media literacy outcomes are, they 

are often not explicitly defined and measured. Similarly, Bergsma and Carney (2008) believe that 

media literacy scholars and professionals should be more precise about the concepts and skills to 

include in their lessons. Media literacy should be more clearly defined and standards or criteria to 

assess media literacy should be developed (Christ, 2004; Zacchetti, 2011). Martens (2010) states 

that evaluating and explaining the effectiveness of media literacy education is one of the most 

overwhelming challenges for current research in the field.  

A better descriptive account of outcomes of media literacy education was therefore 

needed, in addition to a more comprehensive account of how these outcomes are currently 

assessed in the field. It is often asserted that the development of media literacy assessment is 
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challenging (see: Livingstone & Thumim, 2003; Martens, 2010; Scharrer, 2002; Scheibe & 

Rogow, 2011). This study provided a detailed account on the nature of these challenges, and more 

importantly, suggestions on how these challenges could be overcome.  

Purpose 

This study addressed media literacy assessment. The purpose of this exploratory 

sequential design was to first explore the views of media literacy scholars and professionals on 

media literacy assessment with the intent of using this information to develop a quantitative 

survey to validate and extend the qualitative findings with a larger sample. The first phase of the 

study was a qualitative exploration of media literacy outcomes, assessment practices, existing 

challenges, and possible solutions to these challenges. In this phase, interview data was collected 

from a purposeful sample of 10 media literacy scholars and professionals. From this initial 

exploration, the qualitative findings were used to develop measures that were administered to a 

larger sample. In the quantitative phase, survey data were collected from a sample of media 

literacy professionals and scholars from all around the world (N = 171) to validate and extend the 

qualitative findings. 

Since the aim of this study was to both explore media literacy assessment and to validate 

and extend findings with a larger sample, mixed method data collection methods were chosen. 

According to Creswell (2009), a mixed methods approach could provide a more expanded 

understanding of a research problem.  

Research Questions 

This study was guided by four research questions.  

1. What outcomes do media literacy professionals and scholars identify as important? 

2. How do media literacy professionals and scholars assess these outcomes? 
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3. Which challenges do media literacy professionals and scholars identify regarding media 

literacy assessment? 

4. What recommendations do media literacy professionals and scholars make to overcome 

the challenges of assessment? 

The Audiences That Will Profit From the Study 

Since there seems to be a lack of consensus over the appropriate way to measure media 

literacy (Livingstone & Thumim, 2003), media literacy scholars, professionals, and instructors 

teaching media literacy may profit from this study as they will need to assess their learners 

appropriately. This dissertation may provide these scholars, professionals, and instructors with an 

overview of media literacy outcomes, assessment practices, assessment challenges, and possible 

solutions to these challenges. In addition, students in media literacy education may benefit from 

the study as well, as their media literacy knowledge and skills could hopefully be more 

appropriately assessed in the future.  

Benefits to the Field of Instructional Design and Technology 

Nitko and Brookhart (2011) define assessment as “a process for obtaining information that 

is used for making decisions about students; curricula, programs, and schools; and educational 

policy” (p. 3). From an instructional design perspective, learner assessment is a crucial element in 

the instructional design process (Dick, Carey, & Carey, 2009). Learner assessments are important 

to evaluate both the learners’ progress and instructional quality. In instructional design practice, 

assessments are often even developed before the design of the instruction. Without proper ways to 

measure students’ media literacy skills, it is impossible to determine whether media learning 

outcomes are met and whether media literacy instruction is effective. In addition, for assessment 
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to be effective, it is crucial that the intended outcomes match the given instruction and assessment 

practices (Dick, Carey, & Carey, 2009; Nitko & Brookhart, 2011).  

However, every type of assessment comes with certain advantages and challenges. Certain 

types of assessment assessing higher order thinking skills (such as media literacy) are often 

difficult to develop (Leighton, 2011; Nitko & Brookhart, 2011). They may also take students a lot 

of time to complete and take instructors a considerable amount of time to score (Center for 

Advancement of Learning and Assessment [CALA], 1998; Nitko & Brookhart, 2011). 

Furthermore, such assessments may have a lower scorer reliability and be very context specific, 

resulting in a low content sampling reliability (Nitko & Brookhart, 2011). This dissertation 

provided a careful analysis of assessment practices, challenges, and recommendations for a 

particular field, media literacy. This may advance the field of Instructional Design and 

Technology as the information that will be provided in this dissertation may inform future 

assessment practices and the design of future assessments aiming to measure higher order 

thinking skills. 

Definitions 

Media literacy. Media literacy is the “ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and 

communicate information in a variety of forms” (the National Association of Media Literacy 

Education [NAMLE], 2007, para. 1). “Media literacy builds an understanding of the role of 

media in society as well as essential skills of inquiry and self-expression necessary for citizens of 

a democracy.” (Center for Media Literacy [CML], 2011, para. 2). 

Assessment. Nitko and Brookhart (2011) define educational assessment as “a process for 

obtaining information that is used for making decisions about students; curricula, programs, and 
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schools; and educational policy” (p. 3). The focus of this study is on assessing student 

achievement.  

Media literacy professionals and scholars. The media literacy professionals and scholars 

who are the subjects of this study have either developed one or multiple media literacy assessment 

instruments before, have taught media literacy (regardless of age-group or subject area), and/or 

have conducted research regarding media literacy education. No exclusions have been made 

based on their geographical location, race, gender, education, or religion. 
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Chapter 2 - Literature Review  

A literature review was conducted to explore the status of media literacy education and 

related issues and challenges. This literature review consists of three main sections. In the first 

section, the theoretical foundations of media literacy education are discussed, in addition to 

media literacy teaching approaches, skills, and outcomes. The second section is about assessment 

(general principles of assessment, how to assess higher order thinking, and challenges regarding 

assessing higher order thinking skills). In the third section, assessment of media literacy is 

discussed (media literacy assessment approaches, assessment instruments, and challenges 

regarding media literacy assessment). 

Media Literacy Education 

Theoretical Foundations of Media Literacy Education
1
 

Media literacy resides within numerous disciplines. In this section on the theoretical 

foundations of media literacy education, a broad range of major communication theories that 

have influenced media literacy education are described first. Subsequently, theoretical 

foundations mainly coming from education and learning theory are described. A shift in focus 

from one theoretical basis to another will be explained next, as well as a comparison of 

communication theory, learning theory, and their intersections. This is concluded by describing 

media literacy key concepts that are often said to form the theoretical foundation of media 

literacy education. 

                                                           
1 This section on theoretical foundations of media literacy education is a shortened and adapted version of 

previously published work: Schilder, E. (2013). Theoretical underpinnings of media literacy from 

communication and learning theory. Journal on Images and Culture, 2. Retrieved from 

http://vjic.org/vjic2/?page_id=1321 
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Communication theory. In a book chapter entitled The Theoretical Foundations of 

Media Education Programs, Piette and Giroux (1998) specifically write about the theoretical 

underpinnings of media literacy from a communication theory perspective. These authors argue 

that most media literacy education programs do not present themselves as indebted to theory, but 

that they do heavily depend on media theory. Piette and Giroux (1998) describe seven major 

mass communication approaches that are at the basis of many media literacy programs. These 

approaches differ on the amount of influence that is attributed to the media (powerful or not 

powerful) and the nature of the audience (active or passive). Piette and Giroux (1998) describe 

four approaches originating in the United States and three European approaches.  

The four approaches from the United States are the stimulus response model, uses and 

gratification approach, cultivation theory and agenda setting theory. In the stimulus response (S-

R) model, a model that was especially popular towards the end of the 19
th

 century and into the 

early 1930s, media are seen as powerful and the audience as passive and uncritical (De Boer & 

Brennecke, 2003). In contrast, in the uses and gratifications model, the media does not have 

much influence as public is seen as active and goal directed (Wartella & Reeves, 2003). Media 

are said to compete with other sources of gratification or satisfaction. According to the 

cultivation theory, it is assumed that repetitive lessons people learn from television and other 

media are likely to become the basis for their broader world view (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, & 

Signorielli, 1994). Like educators, religion, and parents, media are seen as shapers of our 

symbolic environment. Media are therefore viewed to have powerful, but indirect effects. 

According to the agenda setting theory, media do not tell people what to think, but what to think 

about (McCombs & Shaw, 1972). People will learn from the media which issues are regarded as 

important, which also assumes a powerful, yet indirect influence of the media.  
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The European approaches mentioned by Piette and Giroux (1998) are the critical 

perspective, the “classical” semiotic approach and the cultural studies approach. The critical 

perspective assumes similar powerful effects as the S-R model. Unlike the S-R model, media are 

viewed from an ideological standpoint. Media, which are said to be controlled by the ruling 

class, are assumed to impose a repressive ideology into the consciousness of the homogenous 

mass (McQuail, 2000). In this sense, the audience is perceived as rather passive, while media are 

perceived to be powerful. Within the “classical” semiotic approach, the media are assumed to 

have a powerful influence, because they have become the carrier of myths that flourish in 

different cultures (Piette & Giroux, 1998). In the cultural studies approach, the media are 

assumed to have a powerful influence on a rather heterogeneous audience. One of the main 

premises is that getting meaning is problematic as meaning in any particular context is never 

fixed. Messages can be encoded (created) in one way, but be decoded (read or interpreted) by the 

audience in a different way (Hall, 1997). Audiences are therefore rather active.  

In addition to these seven different mass communication theories mentioned by Piette and 

Giroux (1998), there is another mass communication approach that is often credited as having 

formed the theoretical underpinnings of media literacy education (see: Buckingham, 2003; 

Hobbs & Jensen, 2009; Moody, 1999). This is the approach of Marshall McLuhan. This scholar 

took a somewhat different approach to media effects research. Together with Quentin Fiore 

(1967) he wrote a book entitled The Medium is the Massage. In this book, McLuhan perceives 

media as powerful but in a different way than other researchers. McLuhan moved away from 

describing effects of the ‘content’ of media on the receiver to describing effects of the ‘form’ of 

media on the receiver. For example, he describes how Western society is shaped by the alphabet. 

With the arrival of the alphabet, people did not need to memorize whole books anymore. This 
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changed the way our memory works, creating forgetfulness in learners. He sees media as an 

extension of man.  

According to Piette and Giroux (1998), each of the mass communication theories has 

formed the theoretical underpinnings of different media literacy curricula. In their research, 

certain theories were not more common than others. They therefore doubt whether media literacy 

education can actually be viewed as an autonomous field with a distinctive theoretical 

framework. They argue that media literacy education rather fits within the broader framework of 

theoretical advances in mass communication research. On the one hand, Piette and Giroux seem 

to believe that teachers and creators of media literacy programs base their media literacy lessons 

on their own belief systems and backgrounds, matching it with a related mass communication 

theory. On the other hand, others argue that media literacy scholars and practitioners are reaching 

consensus on which theoretical approach is the most appropriate. Several media literacy scholars 

have described how the prevalence and importance of specific theoretical approaches have 

declined and grown over time (e.g. Buckingham, 2003; Hobbs, 2005a; Masterman, 1985). For 

example, Hobbs (2005a) argues that the S-R model of media effects has been especially 

marginalized by British, Canadian, American, and Australian media literacy researchers in the 

1990s as media literacy has since then been positioned within the cultural/critical studies 

paradigm. Even though some media literacy scholars agree that the S-R model is outdated (e.g. 

see Buckingham, 2003; Hobbs, 2005a; Masterman, 1985), the view that media are powerful and 

that children should be protected from their messages has never completely vanished.  

Buckingham (2003) argues that media literacy education in the United States is to a 

certain extent still impacted by fears about the effects of sex and violence in the media and the 

role of the media in promoting consumerism or materialism. He also argues that this protectionist 



                10 

 

stance seems to gain importance with the entrance of every new medium or piece of technology. 

He mentions that this is currently happening with the Internet. Dangers of pornography, 

pedophiles, and seductions of online marketing are topics that are often discussed in public 

debate (Buckingham, 2003). As a consequence, certain groups that promote media literacy still 

act upon this view that media are harmful and that children should be protected from their 

influence. However, even though media could have possible harmful effects, it is generally 

agreed that these effects are not as direct as was often assumed (De Boer & Brennecke, 2003). It 

may therefore be better to teach young people to cope with these media messages instead of 

condemning their use. This shift is better explained when describing learning theories which 

have also influenced media literacy education.  

Learning theory. From the 1960s and 1970’s, interpretive education scholars such as 

Lev Vygotsky (1962, 1978), Postman and Weingartner (1969), and Paolo Freire (1970, 2000) 

were starting to influence media literacy education. According to Hobbs and Jensen (2009), these 

scholars conceptualized literacy “as a socio-cultural practice that embodies, reflects, and refracts 

power relations” (p. 3). Freire (2000) for example opposes what he calls the ‘banking system’ of 

education, in which students are treated like empty vessels in which knowledge is simply 

deposited. The teacher deposits the knowledge and the students simply receive and store the 

knowledge as depositories. The student is seen as passive in this ‘banking system’ of education. 

Freire (1970, 2000) therefore calls for a critical pedagogy in which students are assumed to take 

a more active role. Students should co-construct and transform reality as they become critical 

thinkers and inquirers.  

According to media literacy scholar David Buckingham (2003), the work from Lev 

Vygotsky has also influenced media literacy education as it offers a social theory of 
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consciousness and of learning (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978). According to Vygotsky, the development 

of higher mental functions depends on socially and historically dependent signs that mediate 

social and psychological processes. In this sense, learning is socially and historically defined. 

Another aspect of Vygotsky’s work that has been regarded as useful is a movement beyond the 

dichotomy of progressive and traditional approaches (Buckingham, 2003). Learning, according 

to Vygotsky, is not simply about discovery, nor about passive reception of ideas. This relates to a 

concept described as the zone of proximal development. Vygotsky (1978) defines the zone of 

proximal development as “the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 

independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 

problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 86). 

When teaching media literacy, the teacher should therefore not just stand on the side, but work in 

these ‘zones’ and guide or scaffold his or her students.  

According to Hobbs and Jensen (2009), media literacy scholars were also influenced by 

Postman and Weingartner (1969). In 1969, Postman and Weingartner wrote about the nature of 

inquiry learning and how it changes the relationship of the instructor and the student. According 

to these researchers: 

(1) the teacher rarely tells students a personal opinion about a particular social or political 

issue; (2) does not accept a single statement as an answer to a question (3) encourages 

student-student interaction as opposed to student-teacher interaction, and generally avoids 

acting as a mediator or judging the quality of ideas expressed; and (4) lessons develop 

from the responses of students and not from a previously determined “logical” structure. 

(Postman & Weingartner, 1969, as cited in Hobbs & Jensen, 2009, pp. 3-4) 
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From protection to democratization. Influenced by scholars such as Freire (1970, 

2000), Postman and Weingartner (1969), and Vygotsky (1962, 1978), Buckingham (1998), and 

Hobbs and Jensen (2009) argue that the development of media literacy education is part of a 

wider move towards the democratization of education. The most prominent advocate and 

promoter of this more democratic approach is Len Masterman (Buckingham, 1998). In 1985, Len 

Masterman wrote an influential and, at that time, controversial book on media literacy education 

entitled Teaching the Media. Masterman, who has had a significant influence on media literacy 

education in Great Britain, Australia, and Europe, was one of the first media educators who 

wanted to break away from the ‘protectionist’ paradigm that had initially dominated media 

literacy education. In his view, the general system of education at that time was drastically 

different from the way media literacy should be taught. He argued that media literacy education 

would soon be extinguished if the introduction of the topic was not accompanied by major 

pedagogic transformations. Influenced by previously mentioned authors, Masterman (1985) 

suggested that the nature of media literacy education lends itself most to a constructivist 

approach to education. He argued that a few conditions are necessary for media literacy 

education to thrive, such as “non-hierarchical teaching modes and a methodology which will 

promote reflection and critical thinking whilst being as lively, democratic, group-focused and 

action-oriented as the teacher can make it” (p. 27).  

In addition to Masterman, there are other scholars who have been calling for this new 

paradigm of teaching media literacy influenced by both education and communication theorists. 

Buckingham (2003) writes about the paradigm shift from using media literacy education for 

protection purposes to teaching media literacy for preparation purposes. He argues that this 

change is in line with a broader development related to school curricula. He states that there has 
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been a move in both media literacy education and education in general towards democratization, 

which Buckingham (2003) describes as “a process whereby students’ out-of-school cultures are 

gradually recognized as valid and worthy of consideration in the school curriculum” (p. 9). Over 

time, it has become more and more accepted to write in school about every-day experiences and 

about popular culture. No longer are values of a ‘high’ culture imposed on students.  

Communication theorists have over time also increasingly accepted the study of popular 

culture (Jensen & Rosengren, 1990). The notion that media carry a single set of ideologies and 

beliefs is no longer easy to sustain (Buckingham, 2003). The media landscape has come to be 

seen as more heterogeneous than a few decades ago and research has also shown that audiences 

are more active than previously assumed (Buckingham, 2003). In educational settings, media 

literacy education therefore does not assume the student to be a mere recipient of a fixed 

meaning of a media message. It rather adopts a more student-centered approach to teaching and 

learning (Buckingham, 2003; Masterman, 1985). Hobbs (2005a) argues that over time, British, 

Canadian, American, and Australian media literacy researchers have positioned media literacy 

education within the cultural/critical studies paradigm. She claims that, in this paradigm, 

constructivist theories of teaching and learning play a central role. Considine and Haley (1999) 

also mention pleasure as one of the principles of media literacy, noting the importance of 

acknowledging pleasure that students derive from both consuming and producing media.  

Reaching consensus. In the middle of the 20
th

 century, mass communication theorists 

appeared to move away from the simplistic S-R model of communication that assumed direct 

effects of mass media on a passive homogeneous audience (De Boer & Brennecke, 2003). 

McQuail (2000) argues that the transmission model stems from older institutional contexts and is 

only appropriate to media activities which are instructional, informational, or propagandist in 
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purpose. He states that even though not everything has changed, new technological possibilities 

for communication that are not massive or one-directional are becoming more and more common 

and he argues that there is a shift away from the earlier massification of society. Generally, the 

audience has come to be seen as more and more active and selective in their use and 

interpretation of media messages (Jensen & Rosengren, 1990) and the emergence of new 

communication technology have changed traditional assumptions of how people use media 

(Baran & Davis, 2012). Baran and Davis (2012) argue that notions about an active audience that 

uses media content to create meaningful experiences are at the center of current communication 

perspectives.  

Similarly, an active ‘audience’ or rather, an active ‘learner’, is at the basis of 

constructivist learning theory. According to Ertmer and Newby (1993), learners are not only 

active processors of information in constructivism; they are also actively creating and 

constructing meaning. Constructivists do not necessarily deny the existence of a physical world 

(except radical constructivists), but they argue that it is not the physical world which conveys 

meaning. Rather, it is the language system or any other system that is used to represent this 

material world. According to Hall (1997) “it is social actors who use the conceptual systems of 

their culture and the linguistic and other representational systems to construct meaning, to make 

the world meaningful and to communicate about that world meaningfully to others” (p. 25). 

According to Jonassen (1991), our world is created by our minds, so no world is more real than 

another world. Both ‘audiences’ (from a communication perspective) and ‘learners’ (from a 

constructivist learning perspective) are therefore increasingly seen as active constructors of 

meaning. 
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Duffy and Jonassen (1992) argue that there have been two changes in society that caused 

scholars to return to constructivism. Those two changes are the volume of information in society 

and the new opportunities provided through technologies. Duffy and Jonassen (1992) state that 

the information age and technological capabilities have caused us to conceptualize the learning 

process again and to design new instructional approaches. Information is rapidly changing and 

more readily available. This makes mastering information in a content domain and storing 

information less important or even impossible, as there is too much information to store and 

since information rapidly changes over time (Duffy & Jonassen,1992). The field of media 

literacy particularly plays into this. The changes in information and technologies are often 

mentioned as the reason or purpose for media literacy education (Buckingham, 2003; 

Masterman, 1985). Because of these changes, Duffy and Jonassen (1992) argue that the goal of 

education should not be to master content, but rather to understand and use information to solve 

a real-world problem. This understanding and use of information also appears as one of the goals 

of media literacy education. Consequently, the marriage of media literacy, communication 

theory, and constructivist learning theory seems logical.  

In short, it seems that the field has matured over the years and that consensus has been 

reached about the theoretical underpinnings of media literacy. For example, many scholars 

currently agree over the new democratic and constructivist paradigm which focuses on preparing 

students rather than protecting them. Over the years, media literacy scholars and organizations 

have itemized their conceptual understandings of the field (Hobbs, 2005a). These conceptual 

understandings are principally grounded in constructivist learning theory and communication 

theory. They are referred to as the key concepts or principles of media literacy. According to 

Hobbs (2005a) these conceptual understandings are ideas that provide a theoretical framework 
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for teachers who would like to teach media literacy. These media literacy principles or key 

concepts help to attain consensus on the theoretical underpinnings of the field.  

Defining the field through conceptual understandings. In 1987, the Ontario 

Association for Media Literacy (AML), developed a first list of key concepts of media literacy, 

inspired by media literacy scholars from Australia, Great Britain, and Canada itself (Pungente & 

O'Malley, 1999). They were particularly inspired by Len Masterman (Pungente & O'Malley, 

1999). According to AML (2012), these key concepts provided a theoretical base for all media 

literacy programs in Canada. These key concepts have also been applied and adapted by many 

other media literacy scholars and practitioners. For example, Considine and Haley (1999) 

described seven key concepts of media literacy. Most of their principles are similar to the ones 

described by AML (which can be seen in Table 1).  

Table 1 

Media Literacy Key Concepts According to AML (2012) 

1. Media texts construct reality 

2. Media texts construct versions of reality 

3. Audiences negotiate meaning 

4. Media messages have economic implications  

5. Media texts communicate values messages 
6. Media texts communicate political and social messages. 
7. Form and content are closely related in each medium 
8. Each medium has a unique aesthetic form.  

In addition, CML (CML, n.d.) has also created a list of what they consider the key 

concepts of media literacy, listing key concepts. All five of these are concepts that are also 

mentioned by the AML. Buckingham (2003) did not number his key concepts, but put them in 

four categories; production, language, representation, and audiences. In each of these categories 

he describes many of the same principles as AML did. For example, Buckingham (2003) 

mentions that production involves the recognition that media texts are consciously manufactured 
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(similar to the first principle of AML). He also argues that these media texts are mostly produced 

and distributed for commercial profit, which is in line with AML’s fourth principle. 

Even though these principles appear related to constructivism and often to the cultural 

studies approach of mass communication, they can be applied in many different ways in 

education. For example, the fact that media have social and political implications could lead 

media literacy educators to protect children from media messages while it could also lead them 

to prepare children to deal with these media messages by deconstructing them. Instead of 

focusing on what to teach, NAMLE (2007) states that it is important to focus on how to teach. 

NAMLE (2007) has therefore developed other media literacy key principles that relate more 

closely to how to teach media literacy, as can be found in Table 2.  

Table 2 

The Core Principles of Media Literacy Education According to NAMLE (2007) 

1. Media literacy education requires active inquiry and critical thinking about the 

messages we receive and create. 

2. Media literacy education expands the concept of literacy to include all forms of media 

(i.e., reading and writing). 

3. Media literacy education builds and reinforces skills for learners of all ages. Like print 

literacy, those skills necessitate integrated, interactive, and repeated practice. 

4. Media literacy education develops informed, reflective and engaged participants 

essential for a democratic society. 

5. Media literacy education recognizes that media are a part of culture and function as 

agents of socialization. 
6. Media literacy education affirms that people use their individual skills, beliefs and 

experiences to construct their own meanings from media messages. 

While the media literacy key concepts by AML (2012) appear to align more closely with 

the nature of media and forms of communication, the principles by NAMLE (2007) seem to 

align more closer with media literacy education practices, such as how media literacy should be 

taught. Before more thoroughly explaining which approaches and strategies are often used to 

teach media literacy, the skills and outcomes that should be taught in order to become media 
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literate will be explained first. 

Media Literacy Skills and Outcomes 

Buckingham (2003) argues that media literacy is generally not defined as a fixed body of 

knowledge, as this body of knowledge would soon become obsolete in our changing technology-

rich environment. Rather, many media literacy scholars and organizations have attempted to 

come up with a rather loose set of skills, which can be applied in a wide variety of subject areas 

and settings, related to media literacy key principles described earlier. An advantage of a more 

loose set of skills is that it does not prescribe a specific list of objects of study which makes 

media literacy education remains responsive to the interests and enthusiasms of students 

(Buckingham, 2003).  

In actual media literacy projects, some of these broad skills have been made much more 

specific and have taken the form of precise and detailed objectives based on the focus of the 

project, the type of media used, grade level, subject area, and setting (formal/informal). An 

example of a program that targets different age groups and subjects is Ithaca College’s media 

literacy program Project Look Sharp. This program contains projects on a wide variety of subject 

areas such as the Middle East, global warming, and war (Ithaca College, 2012). Another example 

is Assignment: Media Literacy, which contains curricula for different age groups on specific 

topics (Maryland State Department of Education, 2003). Even though many of these more 

specified media literacy curricula exist, the focus of the next section is on finding consensus on 

the broader set of skills generally associated with media literacy.  

When looking at media literacy definitions, the types of skills that underpin media 

literacy can be easily noticed. Media literacy has traditionally been defined as the “ability to 
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access, analyze, evaluate, and communicate information in a variety of forms” (NAMLE, 

2007, para. 1). CML (2011) claims that media literacy evolves over time and states that:  

Media Literacy is a 21st century approach to education. It provides a framework to 

access, analyze, evaluate, create and participate with messages in a variety of forms — 

from print to video to the Internet. Media literacy builds an understanding of the role of 

media in society as well as essential skills of inquiry and self-expression necessary for 

citizens of a democracy. (para. 2) 

According to Hobbs (2010) there are five essential competencies that are part of both 

digital and media literacy. These five competencies appear to be closely tied to the ones 

previously described in the definitions of media literacy. The five competencies are to access, 

analyze and evaluate, create, reflect, and act. A more detailed description of each of these 

competencies can be found in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Essential Media Literacy Competencies (Hobbs, 2010, p. 19) 

1. Access: Finding and using media and technology tools skillfully and sharing 

appropriate and relevant information with others 

2. Analyze & Evaluate: Comprehending messages and using critical thinking to 

analyze message quality, veracity, credibility, and point of view, while considering 

potential effects or consequences of messages 

3. Create: Composing or generating content using creativity and confidence in self-

expression, with awareness of purpose, audience, and composition techniques 

4. Reflect: Applying social responsibility and ethical principles to one’s own identity 

and lived experience, communication behavior and conduct 

5. Act: Working individually and collaboratively to share knowledge and solve 

problems in the family, the workplace and the community, and participating as a 

member of a community at local, regional, national and international levels 
Note. Adapted from “Digital and media literacy: A plan of action,” by R. Hobbs, 2010. Retrieved from http://www.knightcomm.org/wp-

content/uploads/2010/12/Digital_and_Media_Literacy_A_Plan_of_Action.pdf Copyright 2011 by the Aspen Institute. Adapted with permission. 

 

According to Hobbs (2010), these competencies have been acknowledged by professional 

organizations and groups such as the International Reading Association (IRA), the National 
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Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE), and the National Council of Teachers 

of English (NCTE). Hobbs (2010) does not necessarily appear to view certain skills as more 

complex than others or certain skills as prerequisites to other skills. Two authors who do see the 

skills related to media literacy rather as a pyramid are Tornero and Varis (2010). Even though 

the competencies they promote are very similar to the ones described by Hobbs (2010), the 

pyramid of Tornero and Varis (2010) suggests that the lower skills at the base of the pyramid 

serve the groundwork for the ones higher in the pyramid. As can also be seen in Figure 1, 

Tornero and Varis distinguish between competencies related to access and use at the bottom, 

competencies related to critical understanding (analysis and evaluation) and competencies 

related to communication (creative production) at the top.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Pyramid of media literacy competences. From “Media literacy and new humanism,” by 

J. M. P. Tornero, and T. Varis, 2010, Moscow, Russia: UNESCO/International Institute of 

Technology for Education, p. 74. Copyright 2010 by UNESCO IITE. Reprinted with permission. 

The Partnership for 21
st
 Century Skills (P21, 2011), an organization from the United 

States advocating a set of skills needed in our contemporary society, also describes a set of skills 

that underpins media literacy. Their set of competences or skills is somewhat smaller than the 

ones described by Hobbs (2010) and Tornero and Varis (2010). P21 (2011) divide the skills up in 
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skills related to analyzing media and skills related to creating media products. Under each larger 

skillset, they have described a few more precise skills. For example, a more detailed skill which 

is described under creating media products is to “understand and utilize the most appropriate 

media creation tools, characteristics and conventions” (P21, 2011, para. 2). 

An influential European organization that has described competences related to media 

literacy is the European Association for Viewer Interests (EAVI, 2010). They make a distinction 

between personal competences and social competences. They split up personal competences into 

skills related to the use of media (technical skills) and skills related to critical understanding of 

media texts (cognitive skills). They relate social competences to communication (communicative 

and participative skills). Their organization of competences and individual skill dimensions can 

be found in Table 4.  

Table 4 

Personal and Social Competences Related to Media Literacy (EAVI, 2010, p. 34) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Note. From “Study on assessment criteria for media literacy levels,” by EAVI, 2010. Retrieved from http://www.eavi.eu/joomla/images/stories/ 

Publications/Study2_Assessment/mlstudy2/eavi_study_on_assessment_criteria_for_media_literacy_levels_in_europe.pdf Copyright 2010 by 
EAVI. Reprinted with permission. 
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In the same document, EAVI (2010) also put these different competencies in a pyramid 

similar to Varis and Tornero. They have put skills related to using media at the bottom, skills 

related to critical understanding one step higher, and skills related to communicating at the top. 

Pyramids such as these appear to be in line with Bloom’s Taxonomy, in which skills in the 

cognitive domain are ordered from lower to higher orders (Bloom, Engelhart, Furst, Hill, & 

Krathwohl, 1956). 

In another report, EAVI (2011) has synthesized media literacy frameworks from the 

European Commission (EC, 2009), Ofcom (2008), CML (2008), NAMLE (2007), Australian 

Communications and Media Authority (ACMA, 2009), PIAAC (OECD, 2009), Livingstone, 

Couvering, and Thumim (2008), EAVI (2011), and Martens (2010). An adapted version with 

added frameworks of Tornero and Varis (2010), Hobbs (2010), P21 (2011), and one of the 

earliest definition of skills by Aufderheide and Firestone (1993) can be seen in Table 5.  

When looking at the skillsets that these distinct scholars and organizations have formed, 

it can be concluded that there appears to be some consensus on the skills and competences that 

underpin to media literacy. Even though different organizations and scholars put different 

emphases on different skills and even though some organizations and scholars leave out certain 

aspects, such as media access, the competences related to media literacy are generally related to 

three different areas: Competences related to access and use of media messages, competences 

related to critical understanding (analysis and evaluation), and competences related to 

participation and the production of media messages.  
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Table 5  

Different Frameworks of Media Literacy. Modified from EAVI (2011, p. 20) 

Note. Adapted from “Testing and refining criteria to assess media literacy levels in Europe,” by EAVI, 2011. Retrieved from http://www.eavi.eu/joomla/images/stories/Publications/study_testing_ 
and_refining_ml_levels_in_europe.pdf Copyright 2011 by EAVI. Adapted with permission. 
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Produce 



                24 

 

Teaching Media Literacy Skills 

Teaching access and use. Even though access and use of media appear primary skills, 

not many scholars and organizations write about specifically teaching these skills. Hobbs 

(2005b) argues that even though media literacy is generally defined as the ability to access, 

analyze, evaluate, and communicate messages in a variety of forms, media literacy education 

generally emphasizes the twin dimensions of critically analyzing media and creating media 

messages. It seems that access to media appears a prerequisite for critical understanding and 

production of media content, as also seen in the pyramids created by Tornero and Varis (2010) 

and EAVI (2010). According to Livingstone (2003), however, access is not a one-time act of 

connecting a device. She argues that it is a dynamic and social process. Once initial access is 

established, media users continually alter the conditions of access by updating, upgrading, and 

extending equipment and software applications (Livingstone, 2003). This access to media 

requires technical competence which ranges from installing software to knowing how to use 

search engines (Hobbs, 2010; Livingstone, 2003). Even though gaining media access does not 

necessarily determine whether people will actually use media, a lack of access may block the use 

of media. For example, when a fearful parent will block the access of media to a child, this child 

may miss out on the use of the internet overall (Livingstone, 2003). 

Teaching critical understanding and media production. Most of the literature dealing 

with what media literacy should teach is about teaching a critical awareness and creative 

production in their learners (Hobbs, 2005b). The main skills that students seem to have to learn 

are critical thinking skills for which a pedagogy of inquiry is proposed (Buckingham, 2003; 

Hobbs, 1998; NAMLE, 2007). A similar pedagogy is proposed to teach creative production 

skills. While the production of media messages is often seen as a goal in itself, Buckingham 
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(2003) argues that it should not be reduced to merely teaching of technical tools. Rather, the 

teaching of production skills should be accompanied by a pedagogy of inquiry (Buckingham, 

2003). This pedagogy of inquiry is described by Tyner (1998) as the glue that unites media 

analysis and media production. Both media creation and analysis are therefore said to be taught 

using an inquiry based learning approach (Buckingham, 2003; Tyner, 1998). This pedagogy of 

inquiry will be explained in more detail in the coming paragraphs. 

Media literacy and an inquiry-based approach. The idea of inquiry-based learning is 

not new (Healey, 2005). While inquiry based learning is often traced back to scholars such as 

John Dewey, who even wrote a book on the theory of inquiry in 1938 (Dewey, 1938), Kropotkin 

(1885) already wrote about teaching geography with independent inquiry towards the end of the 

19
th

 century. Inquiry learning is defined by Kuhn, Black, Keselman, and Kaplan (2000) as “an 

educational activity in which students individually or collectively investigate a set of 

phenomena—virtual or real—and draw conclusions about it.” (pp. 496-497). This is only one of 

many different definitions of inquiry-based learning. In inquiry-based learning, students may 

lead their own inquiry-based activity and be encouraged to formulate their own questions (Kuhn 

et al., 2000), but they may also be guided with a fixed set of questions from their instructor 

(Banchi & Bell, 2008). Banchi and Bell (2008) describe four forms of inquiry that act as a 

continuum; confirmation inquiry, structured inquiry, guided inquiry, and open inquiry. 

According to these authors, this continuum focuses on how much information is provided to the 

learner and how much guidance the teacher will provide, as can be seen in Table 6. 
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Table 6  

Levels of Inquiry and Information Given at Each Level (Banchi & Bell, 2008, p. 27) 

Note. From “The many levels of inquiry,” by H. Banchi and R. Bell, 2008, Science and Children, 46(2), p. 27. Copyright 2008 by National 
Science Teachers Association. Reprinted with permission. 

Masterman (1985) claims that students should become ‘critically autonomous’ and argues 

that this cannot be reduced to an accumulation of facts, ideas, and information about media. 

Furthermore, he states that it should not involve the dutiful reproduction of the teacher’s ideas by 

students. He therefore suggests that media literacy education lends itself most to an inquiry-

based approach to education. Masterman (1985) was one of the first media literacy scholars 

calling for an inquiry model citing the work of Paolo Freire (1970) as a model (Rogow, 2011). 

Later on, other scholars such as Tyner also called for an instructional approach that includes 

inquiry-based learning. According to Tyner (1998), constructivist education recognizes that there 

is no fixed meaning to media texts and that people produce their own meaning from a wide 

variety of contexts. Knowledge is therefore constructed. “Teachers build on this tendency to 

construct meaning by exploiting a variety of methods, including hands-on, learning centered, 

interdisciplinary, collaborative, and inquiry-based processes to create learning opportunities that 

encourage students to think for themselves” (Tyner, 1998, p. 198).  

According to Rogow (2011), many media literacy scholars and educators have since then 

proposed an inquiry-based learning approach to create critically autonomous human beings. For 
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example, Hobbs (1998) states that “the cultivation of an open, questioning, reflective, and critical 

stance towards symbolic texts should be the center pole of the media literacy umbrella” (p. 27). 

Similarly, Elizabeth Thoman, who founded the Center for Media Literacy, argues that the 

principle of inquiry is at the heart of media literacy (Thoman, n.d.). NAMLE (2007) also appears 

to see the importance of inquiry-based learning and argues that, media literacy education 

emphasizes critical thinking by asking questions about media messages, which has a pedagogy of 

inquiry at the center.  

Rogow (2011) argues that it is important to describe what is meant with inquiry-based 

learning as it otherwise will not be consistently translated into media literacy practices, as many 

scholars seem to mean different things when talking about inquiry. She personally describes it as 

using “relevant questions to evaluate and analyze media messages and to reflect on the media 

they create.” (p. 180). This means that students should ask questions about all media, not just the 

ones they disagree with (NAMLE, 2007; Rogow, 2011). Furthermore, students should engage in 

respectful discussions and stay open to changing their minds as they hear different perspectives 

and new information. Similar to Rogow (2011), other scholars and organizations view inquiry-

based learning generally as the act of asking questions about media messages (Hobbs, 1998; 

NAMLE, 2007; Tyner, 1998).  

According to Rogow (2011), to get students to the place in which they ask questions and 

engage in discussions, it is important that teachers model media analysis by asking questions. 

Asking questions about media messages is regarded of main importance in media literacy 

education. As a result, over the years, numerous inquiry-based models with both fixed and 

flexible sets of questions have been created by media literacy scholars and organizations. 

Examples of these models are lists of questions surrounding the key concepts of media literacy 
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(e.g. CML, 2011; NAMLE, 2007). Other authors have created questions surrounding certain 

areas of media literacy such as the Text Audience Production (TAP) model (Duncan, D’Ippolito, 

Macpherson, & Wilson, 1998), in which questions surrounding media texts, their audiences, and 

the production process play a central role. Bazalgette (1989) created another list with questions 

about agencies, categories, technologies, languages, audiences, and representations, while 

Buckingham (2003) created a set of questions related to production, language, representation, 

and audiences. Most of these questions are open-ended questions such as “What ideas, values, 

information, and/or points of view are overt? Implied?” (NAMLE, 2007, p. 7) and “How do texts 

reach their audiences? How much choice and control do audiences have?” (Buckingham, 2003, 

p. 54). 

Coming back to the different levels of inquiry described by Banchi and Bell (2008), 

media literacy education can focus on any of these levels of inquiry. One the one hand, students 

can be given a fixed set of questions such as the ones mentioned as a guide when analyzing 

media messages. On the other hand, students may be asked to come up with their own list of 

questions or their own topic of investigation. For example, students may be asked to focus on 

media companies and be asked to investigate the international sale and distribution of television 

formats such as Big Brother (Buckingham, 2003). To investigate this, they can be asked to come 

up with their own set of questions. Conversely, students can also be asked to apply a list of 

previously created questions to their own experiences of media production (Buckingham, 2003). 

For example, as students create their own media productions, students will have to critically 

choose a target audience, technologies and methods for their own production. Questions such as 

“What technologies are used to produce and distribute media texts?” (Buckingham, 2003, p. 54) 
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and “What difference do they make to the product?” (Buckingham, 2003, p. 54) may be helpful 

to guide the creations of students’ own media productions.  

Classroom strategies. An important aspect of media analysis in the classroom is to not 

have one ‘right’ answer, but to come up with a variety of plausible and reasonable solutions to 

problems. Yet, this does not mean that inquiry-based education denies that there may sometimes 

be one answer nor does it deny the usefulness of memorization (Tyner, 1998). According to 

Masterman (1985) and Buckingham (2003), the approach should be dialogic, meaning that it 

involves an ongoing dialogue or negotiation between existing knowledge that students already 

possess, their experience with media, and the new information that the teacher makes available. 

Media literacy education should therefore provide the students with a way to reflect upon their 

experiences and to find ways to deconstruct and to view them in a different light. The approach 

to teach media literacy should also be dynamic in the sense that media literacy education should 

shift between action and reflection and between production and analysis (Buckingham, 2003).  

Scheibe and Rogow (2008) from Ithaca College have worked extensively on promoting 

media literacy by developing Project Look Sharp, a media literacy initiative created in 

cooperation with many media literacy organizations. They describe some classroom strategies 

that can be used to improve media literacy skills. They argue that general observation, critical 

thinking skills, analysis, perspective-taking, and communication skills can be improved by 

asking students questions on a regular basis to help them think critically about media messages 

and information used in schools and at home (Scheibe & Rogow, 2008). They also state that it is 

important for teachers to make their own decision-making process visible by explaining how 

they choose and assess media used in class, for example. Scheibe and Rogow (2008) also 

recommend to point out ways in which media messages may be interpreted differently by 
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different people and by allowing students to go beyond the curriculum itself by asking to identify 

and discuss certain aspects of a media message, such as the techniques used to attract attention. 

In addition, Scheibe and Rogow (2008) recommend media production to practice certain skills 

and to encourage older students to teach production techniques to younger students. 

Hobbs (2010) also mentions some general techniques and methods that can be used to 

foster the analytical critical skills needed to be media literate. Media composition (or production) 

is one of them. Other techniques mentioned by Hobbs (2010) are keeping a media diary, using 

search and evaluation strategies, actively reading, viewing, listening, and discussing, cross-media 

comparison, close analysis, games, simulations, and role play. In these instructional practices, it 

is crucial that instructors foster a learning environment in which students’ experiences are valued 

and multiple viewpoints are encouraged (Hobbs, 2010). As is generally the case in media 

literacy, inquiry-based learning is important as students carefully investigate and examine media 

texts using critical questioning in close analysis, actively interpret texts when reading, viewing, 

and discussing, and carefully evaluate content from a variety of sources using information search 

and evaluation strategies. According to Hobbs (2010), this approach “activates independent 

thinking, authentic dialogue, collaboration, reflection, creativity, and social responsibility” (p. 

24) as students react to, create, and share media messages.  

Dual role of media production. As mentioned earlier, Scheibe and Rogow (2008), as 

well as Hobbs (2010), recommended the use of media production in media literacy education. 

Buckingham (2003) argues that production has been accepted as one of the central elements and 

outcomes of media literacy education. Similar to alphabetical literacy, media literacy should 

include both the ‘reading’ and ‘writing’ of media texts. According to Buckingham (2003), media 

production has to be accompanied by a form of reflection which should include the students’ 
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objectives, an evaluation of what they have achieved, and a reflection on the process of 

production. According to Buckingham (2003), media production is inherently social as the 

reception of media productions is always guided by social conventions (language and genres) of 

meaning construction. In addition, production is social in the sense that media production often 

requires a range of personnel, in which each student exhibits a different role.  

Media production generally requires some technical skills and knowledge of linguistic 

and artistic conventions (such as the use of certain shots), but this should not be the main point of 

media production (Buckingham 2003; Hobbs, 2010). Furthermore, the product should not be 

seen as the end of the process, but as a starting point for reflection and further inquiry 

(Buckingham, 2003). According to Buckingham (2003), this reflection is central and an 

irreplaceable aspect of media production and should therefore be woven into the production 

process. Media production therefore not only an outcome of media literacy education but also 

serves as a strategy to foster analytical skills.  

Media literacy and areas of knowledge. Many media literacy scholars do not only 

regard a broader media literacy skillset of main importance, but certain scholars also define 

central knowledge areas for teaching media literacy. For example, Masterman (1985) identifies a 

set of topics that students should have knowledge about. These include ownership and control, 

media institutions, the state and the law, self-regulation by the media, economic determinants, 

advertisers, audiences, media personnel, and media sources. He argues that this list is not 

exhaustive and that teachers can adapt this list wherever necessary. Scholars such as Duncan et 

al. (1998) and Rosenbaum (2007) argue that knowledge and skills surrounding the producer, 

audience, and media text itself are important. Moreover, Martens (2010) argues that important 
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knowledge areas are those of media industries, media messages, media audiences, and media 

effects.  

Context of Media Literacy Education 

According to NAMLE (2007), media literacy should be taught across the pre-K-12 

curriculum and can be integrated into nearly any subject area. Generally, media literacy scholars 

and organizations see the value of embedding media literacy within the context of existing 

subjects (NAMLE, 2007; Scheibe & Rogow, 2008). Hobbs (1998, 2010) argues that media 

literacy can be applied across all grade levels and in subject areas such as social studies, science, 

English language arts, health education, math, and arts. Hobbs (2010) argues that it can even be 

used in vocational and professional fields. Media literacy is taught in formal pre-K-12 settings, 

but they can also be taught in more informal educational settings (Hobbs, 2010).  

Many in the practitioner community believe that media literacy education should not be a 

one-time event or single course, but must rather be integrated in the curriculum as a routine and 

repeated practice, just as was done with print literacy (Scheibe & Rogow, 2008). Similarly, 

NAMLE (2007) argues that media literacy skills cannot be learned by a single event, class, day, 

or even week-long intervention. Furthermore, Scheibe and Rogow (2008) argue that it is more 

effective if media literacy is routinely integrated instead of treated as a special or isolated topic. 

According to Hobbs and Frost (2003) and Hobbs (2011) however, teaching media literacy as a 

separate subject over a longer term can also be advantageous. A positive aspect of this approach 

is that critical analysis and creative production can be explored in a more focused and more 

formal way. One of the downsides Hobbs (2011) mentions is that separate courses sometimes 

only reach a tiny population as they are often only offered as electives. When integrating media 

literacy in a specific subject, it is important to consider the texts used in the classroom beyond 
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their function as conveyors of information (Hobbs, 1998). It is vital to use these media messages 

as objects of inquiry (Hobbs, 1998; Kress, 1992) and to view media literacy analysis and 

production as a way to examine connections across different subjects and fields (Davison, 1992; 

Hobbs, 1998). Since media literacy is not tied to a specific set of media messages, tools, or 

technologies, it can be applied to any setting, technology, grade level, and subject area.  

Scheibe and Rogow (2011) recently published a book for teachers entitled The Teacher's 

Guide to Media Literacy: Critical Thinking in a Multimedia World. In this book, Scheibe and 

Rogow describe how media literacy can be integrated into any subject area to promote critical 

thinking. Examples of strategies that teachers can use to integrate media literacy in their 

curriculum are replacing generic exercises or questions with media-related examples, modeling 

the use of non-print along print media as information sources, having students apply key 

questions to their writing and other creative projects, and actively facilitating 'writing' in multiple 

media modes. 

In addition, Scheibe and Rogow (2011) describe in their book how media literacy can be 

integrated into specific content areas such as English language arts, social studies, science and 

environmental studies, math, health and consumer education, fine arts, physical education and 

sports, modern languages, second language learners, and how media literacy can be applied 

interdisciplinary. Another media literacy scholar describing the integration of media literacy 

across the curriculum is Hobbs (2005b). She describes existing research on the effectiveness of 

media literacy education in subject areas as health education, social studies, English language 

arts, communications, and the fine and performing arts (Hobbs, 2005b). When looking at recent 

media literacy research on integrating media literacy into specific subject areas, one subject area 

expecially stands out; health education. Compared to other subject areas, this area is particularly 
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well-researched when it comes to assesment of media literacy in the health education curriculum. 

According to Hobbs (2005b), health educators have possibly more than instructors of any other 

subject area adopted media literacy as a promising practice. Overall, however, research assessing 

the effectiveness of media literacy interventions is still rather new and scarce (Bergsma & 

Carney, 2008; Potter, 2013). 

Before describing how media literacy skills are often assessed by media literacy scholars 

and professionals, general principles of educational assessment, assessment of higher order 

thinking (which closely relates to many media literacy skills), and common challenges and issues 

with assessing these skills will be described first.  

Educational Assessment 

General principles of educational assessment 

Nitko and Brookhart (2011) define educational assessment as “a process for obtaining 

information that is used for making decisions about students; curricula, programs, and schools; 

and educational policy” (p. 3). It is implied from this definition that assessments can serve 

different purposes. Assessment can be used to assist student learning, to measure students’ 

individual achievement, and to evaluate programs (National Research Council, 2001). Nitko and 

Brookhart (2011) add that assessment can also be used to make decisions about district, state, 

and national policy. According to the National Research Council (2001), one type of assessment 

does not fit all, as different educational decisions may require different assessment methods.  

Educational assessment is therefore beneficial to help administrators and educators make 

decisions. Assessment is not only a crucial element in the instructional design process (Dick, 

Carey, & Carey, 2009) and educational research (Wyatt-Smith & Cumming, 2009), it is also a 

crucial element in the lives of educators. According to Stiggins (2004), teachers spend on 
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average a quarter to a third of their class time engaged in assessment related activities. In 

addition, assessments for accountability purposes have been supported by governments and 

policy makers globally (Wyatt-Smith & Cumming, 2009).  

Since assessment is a key activity of teachers, a key focus of educational research 

(Wyatt-Smith & Cumming, 2009), and often used to make high-stakes decisions (Nitko & 

Brookhart, 2011), it is important that assessment is planned, conducted and interpreted in valid 

and reliable ways. Developing assessments for students involves certain principles or guidelines. 

First, it is important to specify clearly which objectives or learning targets need to be assessed 

(Brookhart, 2010; Dick, Carey, & Carey, 2009; Nitko & Brookhart, 2011). It is crucial that 

chosen assessment techniques match each of the learning targets (Nitko & Brookhart, 2011) and 

that the assessment tasks therefore require students to demonstrate the learning target (Brookhart, 

2010). These assessment tasks should also be in line with the provided instruction. Airasian and 

Miranda (2002) state that if instruction and assessment are aligned well with the stated objective, 

the assessment results are likely to be reasonably valid. However, if these components are not 

well aligned, the assessment results will likely be questionable (Airasian & Miranda, 2002). The 

development of high-quality learning targets therefore plays an important role in assessing these 

learning targets.  

Taxonomies of Learning Targets  

It may be difficult to develop learning targets offhand. Scholars have therefore developed 

taxonomies of learning targets. Such taxonomies can help educators and scholars classify 

learning targets based on their domain of learning, complexity, and level of abstraction. They can 

also help educators choose assessment strategies as different types of learning targets often call 

for different types of assessments. Scholars have developed many taxonomies, often covering 
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different domains of learning. Bloom et al. (1956) identified three domains of learning: The 

cognitive domain, affective domain, and psychomotor domain. Bloom et al. (1956) have 

developed taxonomies for the cognitive and affective domain of learning. Of the three domains 

of learning identified by Bloom et al. (1956), the cognitive domain appears to have gained the 

most attention. The type of skills sought after by media literacy scholars also largely relate to the 

cognitive domain. Since there is more than one way to classify learning targets, different 

taxonomies have been created. Examples of taxonomies for the cognitive domain have been 

developed by Gagne, Briggs, and Wager (1992), Quellmalz (1985), Jonassen and Tessmer 

(1996/97), and Bloom et al. (1956). The latter taxonomy by Bloom et al. (1956) is widely known 

(Krathwohl, 2002) and had an enormous influence on educational practice (Nitko & Brookhart, 

2011). Among other things, Bloom believed this taxonomy could help align learning targets, 

activities, and assessments (Krathwohl, 2002). This taxonomy consists of six levels: Knowledge, 

comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (Bloom et al., 1956). These 

levels are ordered from simple to complex and concrete to abstract (Krathwohl, 2002). To be 

more in line with current educational and psychological research, Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom et 

al., 1956) has been revised by Anderson et al. (2001). This taxonomy is therefore often called the 

revised taxonomy. Rather than one dimension in the original taxonomy, the revised taxonomy 

has two dimensions, consisting of the knowledge dimension and the cognitive process 

dimension. The cognitive process dimension is fairly similar to the original taxonomy and 

consists of: remember, understand, apply, analyze, evaluate, and create. Similar to the original 

taxonomy, these are loosely ordered based on complexity (Krathwohl, 2002). The knowledge 

dimension consists of factual knowledge, conceptual knowledge, procedural knowledge, and 

metacognitive knowledge. A learning target often consists of a verb and a noun, such as: 
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Students will be able to analyze tobacco advertisements. The noun (in this case “tobacco 

advertisements”) forms the basis for the knowledge dimension while the verb provides the basis 

for the cognitive process dimension (in this case “analyze”).  

Assessing Higher Order Thinking Skills: Analysis, Evaluation, and Creation 

As described in the previous section on media literacy skills, media literacy often calls 

for the more complex and abstract skills of the taxonomies dealing with the cognitive domain. 

Media literacy scholars and educators often expect students to “analyze, evaluate, and create” 

media messages and to think critically. These skills match the more complex categories of 

cognitive taxonomies.  

Higher order thinking skills. These more complex and abstract skills are often referred 

to as higher order thinking skills. Even though Bloom et al. (1956) did not specifically define 

higher order thinking in their Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, much of the writing on 

higher order thinking referenced their classification in the cognitive domain, with the movement 

from knowledge to evaluation signifying the movement from lower order to higher order 

thinking (Alexander et al., 2011). Even though there has been criticism on a dichotomizing 

higher order and lower order skills, this division of lower order thinking (knowledge, 

comprehension and application) and higher order thinking (analysis, synthesis and evaluation) 

dominates educational research (Alexander et al., 2011).  

Not all scholars directly tie higher order thinking to Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom et al., 

1956) however, even though many scholars do acknowledge the complexity involved in higher 

order thinking and the transformative nature of higher order thinking. For example, Lewis and 

Smith (1993) assert that “higher order thinking occurs when a person takes new information and 

information stored in memory and interrelates and/or rearranges and extends this information to 
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achieve a purpose or find possible answers in perplexing situations” (p. 136). This is a broad and 

encompassing definition that includes problem solving, critical thinking, creative thinking, and 

decision making (Lewis & Smith, 1993). More recently, Shraw and Robinson (2011) define 

higher order thinking skills as “skills that enhance the construction of deeper, conceptually-

driven understanding” (p. 2). Closely related to Shraw and Robinson’s definition is Alexander et 

al.’s (2011) more detailed definition. Alexander et al. (2011) view higher order thinking as “the 

mental engagement with ideas, objects, and situations in an analogical, elaborative, inductive, 

deductive, and otherwise transformational matter that is indicative of an orientation toward 

knowing as a complex, effortful, generative, evidence-seeking, and reflective enterprise” (p. 53).  

Assessing higher order thinking. Even though higher order thinking encompasses a 

range of skills and is embedded in different domains and the assessment, higher order thinking 

and its assessment have some generalizable features (Shraw, MrCrudden, Lehman, & Hoffman,  

2011). For example, Shraw and Robinson (2011) argue that higher order thinking skills need to 

be assessed using a broad range of methods and occasions, including the increased use of 

qualitative methods such as performance assessments and interviews. Assessing these skills on 

multiple occasions will enhance the validity of the assessment (Nitko & Brookhart, 2011). 

Brookhart (2010) states that there are three principles that apply specifically to assessing higher 

order thinking. First, she asserts that it is essential to present students with something to think 

about, such as an introductory text, visuals, a scenario, resources, or problems (Brookhart, 2010). 

Second, she states that it is important that higher order thinking is assessed using novel materials 

(Brookhart, 2010). This is material that is new to the student and not previously covered in class. 

Nitko and Brookhart (2011) state that it is useful to use context-dependent items for this purpose. 

Third, Brookhart (2010) claims it is important for educators to discern between the level of 
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difficulty (easy versus) and the level of thinking (lower order versus higher order thinking), as 

more difficult questions are not necessarily higher order thinking questions and vice versa.  

Even though authors like Nitko and Brookhart (2011) argue that novel and context-

dependent items can be used using any type of assessment, including multiple-choice items, 

Lane (2010) argues that research has shown that the format of the assessment can impact the 

types of thinking that are used by students. For example, in their guide Assessing Higher Order 

Thinking Skills, Arter and Salmon (1987) wrote that instruments using structured formats do not 

always measure higher order thinking as they often require one answer to be correct. In addition, 

these instruments are often focused on the answers rather than the process (Arter & Salmon, 

1987). Similarly, Ennis (1993) claims that open-ended assessments are better to assess critical 

thinking skills than multiple-choice tests. In line with this argument, Lane (2010) more recently 

argues that performance assessments more suitable to assess high order thinking skills, compared 

to more restrictive test formats. Leighton (2011) states that performance assessments are 

“believed to be better candidates for eliciting and measuring higher order thinking skills than 

traditional multiple choice items because they require the complexity of skills of real-life 

problem solving” (p. 86). Examples of performance assessments are projects, portfolios, research 

papers, critiques, self-assessments, visuals observations, and writing samples (Leighton, 2011). 

  An often controversial topic around both teaching and assessing higher order thinking 

skills is whether these skills have to be taught and assessed in a domain-general or domain-

specific way. Some scholars would argue that there are some general strategies that can be 

learned and applied in many different domains. According to Ennis (1989), this approach does 

not require content, and could simply include teaching the implications of principles such as “all 

As are Bs.” Many others scholars, such as Resnick (1987) support the immersion of higher order 
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thinking in specific domains. Based on a more recent comprehensive literature review, Billing 

(2007), would argue that general and specific (or contextualized) skills are not mutually 

exclusive, but rather complementary and synergistic. Billing (2007) states that general strategies 

could aid transfer, but “that they always function in contextualized ways by operating on domain 

knowledge” (p. 512). According to Shraw and Robinson (2011), it is important that “higher order 

thinking is cultivated in a specific setting through practice and coaching rather than attributable 

to domain-general abilities per se” (p. 12). Even though many scholars do acknowledge benefits 

of domain-general strategies and principles of higher order thinking, it appears that most authors 

would agree that these principles would be best be applied in context-specific ways. Therefore, it 

would be most appropriate to assess these skills in a specific domain.  

A context-specific assessment approach would align with literature on the 

contextualization of media literacy skills. According to Scheibe and Rogow (2011), students, 

especially the younger ones, do not automatically translate media literacy skills from one area to 

another. Similarly, Martens (2010) argues that it is not clear whether the critical thinking skills 

related to media literacy learned in school transfers to everyday media consumption. Martens 

(2010) argues that “influencing children’s and adolescents’ knowledge and skills will not 

necessarily transfer to everyday mass media consumption” (p. 15). According to Scheibe and 

Rogow (2011) students will not automatically think critically about media unless they are 

specifically taught how to do so. By teaching students to analyze all types of media, including 

the media that students create themselves, teachers avoid unintentionally suggesting that students 

only need to think critically about some media forms and content some of the time (Scheibe & 

Rogow, 2011). It therefore seems important that media literacy is embedded and assessed in all 

subject areas of the curriculum at all grade levels, rather than be taught and assessed as a specific 



                41 

 

course. In addition, it may be beneficial that the teaching of these higher order thinking skills 

would be combined with the use of feedback, meta-cognitive strategies, and the teaching of key 

concepts or principles together with examples (Billing, 2007; Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 

2000). Whether media literacy would best be taught and assessed in context has never been 

empirically studied, however. 

In the previous section, some communalities regarding higher order thinking assessment 

have been discussed. For example, it is suggested that the assessment of higher order thinking 

should be conducted using a broad range of methods and occasions. In addition, it should present 

students something novel to think about and apply a range of assessment instruments, such as 

performance assessments. Moreover, these skills are often applied in context-specific ways. In 

the next section, common challenges to assessing higher order thinking will be discussed.  

Issues and Challenges Regarding Assessing Higher Order Thinking Skills 

Airasian and Miranda (2002) state that “the need to assess higher order cognitive 

processes and metacognitive knowledge poses challenges for all who are engaged in the 

assessment field” (p. 38). According to Shraw et al. (2011), good thinking relates to a variety of 

skills that cannot be taught in a short time. They claim that it is therefore challenging to define 

what is meant by good thinking and to translate this into standards and a curriculum. If the 

specific thinking skills are not defined well, it is not possible to assess these. Leighton (2011) 

argues that models defining higher order thinking skills have recently been developed but that 

there is a lack of empirical research supporting that these higher order thinking models can be 

used to generate assessments eliciting these skills and knowledge. 

Another challenge regarding the assessment of higher order thinking relates to the 

context-dependent items that are often used to assess higher order thinking, as these context-
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dependent items come with disadvantages. Nitko and Brookhart (2011) claim that these items are 

often difficult to construct. Introductory material must be carefully developed and often requires 

certain skills and technologies that may not readily be available (Nitko & Brookhart, 2011). In 

addition, performance on one context-dependent item set may not generalize well to performance 

on a similar set and the items often require students to use abilities that are not the focus of the 

assessment (Nitko & Brookhart, 2011). For example, a student may also need to have reading 

comprehension and writing skills in order to analyze or create an advertisement. This may be 

unrelated to the learning target. In addition, the use of performance assessments, a type of 

assessment often used to assess higher order thinking (Lane, 2010, Leighton, 2011), also has its 

disadvantages. These types of assessments can be time consuming to develop and score for 

instructors and time consuming for students to complete (CALA, 1998; Nitko & Brookhart, 

2011). Moreover, such assessments may have a lower scorer reliability (Nitko & Brookhart, 

2011). Since a task may be complex and can have multiple correct responses, different 

instructors may score the same assessment task differently. Scoring guides or rubrics with clear 

and specific scoring procedures may increase the scorer reliability. 

Furthermore, performance assessments are often very context specific, which may be a 

cause for unreliable content sampling (Nitko & Brookhart, 2011) and they may therefore lack 

generalizability (CALA, 1998). According to Nitko and Brookhart (2011), an instructor may 

need to use six or seven performance assessments to reliably assess a student's performance on a 

complex learning target. A performance assessment assessing higher order thinking may 

therefore require students to use many skills and abilities over a significant amount of time and 

contexts. Often, for practical reasons, only a limited number of complex tasks may be given to 
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assess students, which may limit the scope of the assessments (Nitko & Brookhart, 2011). This 

may threaten the content validity of the assessment. 

Novelty may also be a reason for issues regarding the assessment of higher order 

thinking. For example, while certain students may answer a question using higher order thinking 

skills, another student, who may have previously practiced the same question in class, may arrive 

at the answer through recall, a lower order thinking skill (Brookhart, 2010; CALA, 1998). 

Novelty could therefore be problematic as certain items may be novel to certain students, but not 

to others. Items therefore measure higher order thinking only to the extent that they are equally 

novel to all students (Arter & Salmon, 1987). 

Leighton (2011) claims that the use of a taxonomy and standards does not promise that 

students will actually use those levels of thinking as they respond to these items. Krathwohl 

(2002) asserts that even though educators often aspire to assess higher order thinking, analyses 

have shown that objectives requiring only recall or recognition of information are often heavily 

emphasized (Krathwohl, 2002). For example, Bol and Strage (1993) conducted a study to 

explore the relationship between stated objectives by 10 biology teachers and the types of 

assessment items found on tests. Even though one of the main aims of the teachers was to 

develop higher order thinking skills, their assessment practices did not support these aims. More 

than half of test and practice items only required basic knowledge and almost two-thirds of the 

assessment items were recognition items (Bol & Strage, 1993). Similarly, Gierl (1997) found that 

there was only a 53.7% match between cognitive processes expected from test developers and 

cognitive processes observed from the students.  
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Media Literacy Assessment  

Two Philosophical Perspectives regarding Media Literacy Assessment 

When looking at how media literacy is assessed by media literacy scholars and 

organizations, there appear to be two different philosophical perspectives (Martens, 2010; 

Scharrer, 2002). The outcomes of media literacy education and the way media literacy is 

assessed depend on this philosophical orientation.  

The first way media literacy is assessed relates to the protectionist approach that has been 

described earlier in this literature review. Even though this paradigm is generally viewed as 

outdated by numerous media literacy scholars today (Buckingham, 2003; Hobbs, 2005a; 

Masterman, 1985; NAMLE; 2007; Scheibe & Rogow, 2011; Tyner, 1998), it is predominant 

when looking at how scholars assess media literacy skills. It appears that this view is especially 

prevalent among media literacy scholars who do research related to public health, even though 

Higgins and Begoray (2012) have recently called on health media literacy scholars to move away 

from this protectionist view. For protectionist media literacy scholars, media literacy education’s 

target is to prevent harmful media effects (e.g. Jeong, Cho, & Hwang, 2012), such as media 

violence (e.g. Byrne, 2009; Scharrer, 2005, 2006), substance abuse (e.g. Austin & Johnson, 

1995, 1997a, 1997b; Kupersmidt, Scull, & Austin, 2010; Pinkleton, Austin, Cohen, Miller, & 

Fitzgerald, 2007), and females’ negative body image (e.g. Berel & Irving, 1998; Chambers & 

Alexander, 2007; Fuller, Damico, & Rodgers, 2004; Irving & Berel, 2001; Reichert, LaTour, 

Lambiase, & Adkins, 2007; Wheeler, 2009). According to Martens (2010), there are a few 

reasons for this defensive approach to be very prevalent among media literacy researchers, even 

though it is often seen as outdated by many other media literacy scholars. First, this approach is 

most likely to get funded and to get broader approval from parents, school administrators, and 
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the government, as it is a way to “sell” media literacy education (Kubey, 2003). It appears easier 

to get funding to do research on whether media literacy may reduce obesity, violence, and 

negative body images in women compared to whether media literacy may aim to advance a more 

general critical autonomy. Furthermore, Martens (2010) adds that it seems absurd to teach 

children how to watch television in the current cultural and educational atmosphere.  

Media literacy in this paradigm is mainly assessed in more quantitative and controlled 

settings (Martens, 2010) compared to the second philosophical paradigm in which media literacy 

is preferred to be assessed in more qualitative ways and in authentic settings. Bergsma and 

Carney (2008) analyzed 28 interventions related to media literacy education and health. Media 

literacy interventions in this field frequently, but not always, use a more protectionist approach to 

media literacy education and assessment. When looking at the research designs common in this 

area, Bergsma and Carney (2008) found that health media literacy was assessed in classroom 

settings in most of these studies and that all studies had a quasi-experimental design. This means 

that the subjects were not randomly assigned to different groups and that the researchers actually 

take into account some authentic aspects of the learning environment. The designs of the studies 

varied widely, ranging from Solomon four-group designs (i.e. Austin & Johnson 1995, 1997a, 

1997b), to pre-test/post-test designs (i.e. Coughlin & Kalodner, 2006; Evans et al., 2006; Rabak-

Wagener, Eickhoff-Shemek, & Kelly-Vance, 1998), to post-test only designs (i.e. Austin, 

Pinkleton, & Funabiki, 2007; Irving & Berel, 2001; Irving, DuPen, & Berel, 1998). Most of the 

research used quantitative measures and a few used some qualitative measures in addition to 

quantitative measures. One used qualitative measures only (focus groups) (Fuller et al., 2004).  

The second philosophical approach to media literacy assessment is the cultural studies 

approach. This approach has as its goal to prepare children to function in society. It greatly 
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emphasizes students’ own, often enjoyable, experiences with media (Scharrer, 2002). Even 

though many media literacy scholars and organizations agree that this is the path media literacy 

education is headed towards and even though this dominates the theoretical literature (see 

Buckingham, 2003; Hobbs, 2005a; Masterman, 1985; NAMLE, 2007; Scheibe & Rogow, 2011; 

Tyner, 1998), this approach is much less prevalent when looking at actual research on media 

literacy assessment. While assessment in the first approach appears to be grounded in a more 

objectivist paradigm, this is much less the case in the cultural studies approach (Martens, 2010). 

Since truth and reality in this latter paradigm are viewed as constructed, this may also have an 

impact on views towards assessment. Scharrer (2002) argues for example that scholars within the 

cultural studies approach may have an issue with predetermined learning outcomes of media 

literacy education set by instructors or scholars, as they may see that as paternalism (Scharrer, 

2002). People taking this philosophical approach may therefore disagree with the beliefs that the 

instructor may impose on students, especially when the delivery of the instruction is top-down 

(Scharrer, 2002). Assessment in this view is generally described within complex and authentic 

contexts and often includes, but is not completely limited to more qualitative assessment 

strategies. For example, Bragg (2002) used classroom observations of 16 and 17 year-old 

students to draw conclusions on the effectiveness of media literacy education and ways it can be 

improved. Caronia (2009) described and analyzed audiovisual recorded interactions of children 

participating in an in-context peer co-viewing activity in an Italian school. Caronia (2009) claims 

that “the social interactions and talk that occur during co-viewing are tools through which 

children collectively make sense of television, orient each other to the text, and construct 

understanding as an interactive achievement and a socially organized process” (p. 267). 
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Even though these two approaches seem opposite to each other, Martens (2010) argues 

that these two views should not necessarily be seen as mutually exclusive. He claims that they 

may rather complement each other. He argues that they may offer valuable insights on a single 

faceted phenomenon: The effectiveness of media literacy education. Proponents of both 

approaches have as their main goal to develop critical thinkers, even though their purposes and 

approaches to assessment differ. While most public health scholars assess media literacy 

education by linking psychological constructs with media literacy outcomes in controlled 

research environments, scholars taking a cultural studies approach tend to describe and assess 

media literacy education within complex real-life contexts (Martens, 2010). In the next 

paragraphs, some different ways that media literacy has been assessed will therefore be described 

without discriminating based on the philosophy taken. First, general approaches taken to measure 

components of media literacy will be described. This will be followed by a description of the 

specific instruments that have been used to measure media literacy. This will be concluded by a 

short discussion on challenges regarding media literacy assessment. 

Methods of Assessing Media Literacy 

Measuring other constructs. Interestingly, many authors do not measure media literacy 

by creating or using a specific media literacy instrument. Rather, other variables are measured in 

order to assess whether the media literacy education was effective. For example, Byrne (2005) 

looked at the willingness to use aggression in a group of children to examine whether the media 

literacy education they received was effective. Byrne (2005) adapted a scale from Nathanson and 

Cantor (2000) who conducted a study on active mediation. It appears that Byrne sees children as 

media literate as long as negative side-effects that may be caused by using media, such as 

willingness to use aggression, are reduced.  
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Another example of this phenomenon is evident when looking at a study conducted by 

Wade, Davidson, and O’Dea (2003). After receiving media literacy education, these researchers 

assessed whether the instruction was effective by looking at a change in eating disorder risk 

factors, body dissatisfaction, weight concern, and self-esteem. The scales used for this study 

were taken from the Eating Disorder Examination Questionnaire (EDE-Q) from Fairburn and 

Beglin (1994), a body dissatisfaction measure developed by Stunkard, Sorenson, and Schlusinger 

(1983), and the Self Perception Profile for Adolescents to measure self-esteem (SPPA) created 

by Harter (1986). Similarly, Evans et al. (2006) assessed the effectiveness of a media literacy 

intervention by measuring children’s food and vegetable consumption, the availability and 

accessibility of fruits and vegetables at home, and parental social support.  

Measuring selective components of media literacy. Before discussing the few media 

literacy instruments that are currently available, it is important to mention that many other 

researchers have attempted to measure media literacy by measuring specific components of 

media literacy. For example, Vraga, Tully, and Rojas (2009) attempted to assess the 

effectiveness of a media literacy training by studying whether it reduced students’ perception of 

bias. Apparently, people with a strong opinion about a certain issue regard articles on that given 

topic as biased against their point of view (Vraga et al., 2009). The authors expected that people 

would perceive a topic as less biased after receiving media literacy training. The effectiveness of 

media literacy education was in this case assessed by measuring students’ perception of bias of a 

news story. Perception of bias could be regarded as a small component of the much broader 

skillset of media literacy. To measure people’s perception of bias, Vraga et al. (2009) simply 

asked people to rate a news story from 0 (biased) to 10 (unbiased). No information was given 

about the reliability or validity of this scale.  



                49 

 

Similarly, media literacy is often measured by measuring elements such as ‘perceived 

realism of media messages’ (Austin & Johnson, 1995; Irving and Berel, 2001; Kusel, 1999; 

Pinkleton et al., 2007; Vooijs & van der Voort, 1993), This is often measured together with other 

variables related to the subject area such as identification with models and body image measures 

(Irving and Berel, 2001), behavior intent towards smoking (Pinkleton et al., 2007), social norms 

for alcohol use (Austin & Johnson, 1995), and factual knowledge about real violence and that 

portrayed on television (Vooijs & van der Voort, 1993). It is assumed that the less real media 

messages are perceived to be, the more media literate people are, and the less likely they then are 

to engage in certain negative behaviors, such as smoking, drinking alcohol, or having a negative 

body image. Measuring elements such as perceived realism towards media messages are part of 

developing a critical attitude towards media messages. However, such elements generally only 

form one component of media literacy rather than a whole skill set.  

Assessing media literacy as a construct. In the cases just presented, the effectiveness of 

media literacy education is often assessed by looking at the effect media literacy education had 

on external variables (such as willingness to use aggression, or body image) or by looking at 

specific components of media literacy (such as perception of bias or perceived realism), often in 

addition to skills related to the context or area in which the media literacy education took place 

(such as specific items on knowledge on real and depicted violence).  

There are also some media literacy scholars who have attempted to measure media 

literacy as a whole by creating specific media literacy instruments. Some of these researchers 

have still embedded these instruments in specific contexts (such as media literacy and smoking), 

but different from the previously mentioned researchers, they have attempted to define and 

measure media literacy as a whole skillset. These instruments will be discussed next. 
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Media Literacy Instruments 

Bergsma and Carney (2008) recently reviewed literature on media literacy and concluded 

that research assessing the effectiveness of media literacy education is still in its infancy. 

Martens (2010) asserts that “researchers should urgently develop more valid and reliable 

research instruments to aptly capture media learning outcomes” (p. 15). To this day, there are 

only a few media literacy scales available, which will be explained here in more detail.  

As one of the first, Quin and McMahon (1995) evaluated two media literacy tests 

developed by a panel of teachers. These two tests were pre-piloted, piloted, and modified before 

the formal testing started (Quin & McMahon, 1995). In the first test, students were asked to 

analyze three print advertisements, while in the second test, students were asked to analyze a 

television clip from a sitcom. In both tests, the students examined language, narrative, audience, 

and other areas of media analysis. A total of 1425 students took either one or both tests. After 

reading the print advertisements or viewing the television clip, the students were asked 

questions, including open ended ones. The answers were placed among a continuum by the 

teachers. Even though these measurements seemed to properly measure various aspects of media 

literacy as emphasized in various conceptual media literacy models, the authors did not provide 

any extensive psychometric properties of their assessment instrument (Arke & Primack, 2009).  

While Quin and McMahon (1995) mostly focused on media analysis, Sherry Wulff 

(1997) described how Alverno College created a media literacy assessment instrument 

measuring media use, media interpretation, and media creations for students of Alverno College. 

Similar to Quin and McMahon, media literacy was assessed as a continuum. For each of the 

three components (using, interpreting, and creating) students were assessed on a four level scale. 

For example, a student in the first level of creating media “creates media that are readable and 
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accessible to an audience” (Wulff, 1997, p. 137), while a student in the fourth level “develops, 

within discipline-related contexts, relationships among frameworks, knowledge, and outcomes” 

(Wulff, 1997, p. 138). Like the measure created by Quin and McMahon (1995), this assessment 

instrument did not appear to be tested for validity or reliability. 

Several years later, Hobbs and Frost (1998) adapted Quin and McMahon’s (1995) tests. 

After students watched a news program, Hobbs and Frost (1998) measured their comprehension 

skills, media consumption habits and behaviors, and media literacy skills. Media literacy skills 

were measured by five open-ended questions in which students were asked to identify the target 

audience and sources, differences and similarities between the news program and local or 

network news, techniques designed to attract attention, and the ability to identify facts which 

were absent from the segment. The authors did not provide any data on reliability or validity. In 

2003, Hobbs and Frost adapted their measures and tested 11
th

 grade English language arts 

students’ reading comprehension, writing skills, critical reading, critical listening, and critical 

viewing skills for non-fiction informational messages. Hobbs and Frost (2003) argued that they 

enhanced the face validity of their instrument by designing the instrument to be similar to the 

five critical questions that teachers also used in the classroom to improve students’ critical 

thinking skills. Hobbs and Frost (2003) found that the students engaged in the media literacy 

course improved on the measures, while a control group did not, which implies that the 

instrument had some level of criterion validity. However, other measures of validity and 

reliability were not evaluated.  

One of the first well-tested scales in which media literacy is measured as a whole relates 

to smoking media literacy. Even though it specifically relates to smoking, the most common 

media literacy key principles are measured in the instrument. The scale is created by Primack et 
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al. (2006) for high school students and adapted by Primack, Sidani, Carroll, and Fine (2009) for 

college students. The face validation of this measure is based on the theory of reasoned action, 

which has been used to predict adolescent smoking (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; O’Callaghan, 

Callan, & Baglioni, 1999; Unger et al., 1999). According to this theory, an individual’s behavior 

is determined by the person’s intent to carry out the behavior, which is in its turn predicted by 

the person’s attitude toward the behavior and perception of norms regarding to this behavior 

(Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980). According to Primack et al. (2006), media literacy theoretically 

influences both students’ attitude about smoking and their perception of norms about smoking. 

To develop the media literacy scale, the authors looked at two predominant theoretical media 

literacy models and combined ideas from both to create items for the development of the scale. 

The items were related to authors and audiences, messages and meanings, and representation and 

reality, similar to NAMLE’s (2007) later questioning model. 

The scale initially consisted of 120 questions measuring eight concepts. These items were 

reviewed by a convenience sample of eight leading national experts in media literacy, tobacco 

control, and public health (Primack et al., 2006). Furthermore, two-hour long focus groups were 

held with 9
th

 to 11
th

 grade adolescents in two schools. One focus group was held at a mainly 

white high school in a middle-income neighborhood, while the other one was held at an African-

American high school with low-income students. Based on the expert reviews and focus groups, 

questions were altered or deleted, resulting in 51 items. Consequently, 1211 high school students 

filled out a survey containing these items, in addition to demographic data, smoking-related data, 

and covariate information (Primack et al., 2006). Next, the data was further refined by 

conducting an iterative principle components analysis (PCA) using varimax rotation (cutting off 

factor loadings lower than 0.45). Subsequently, 18 items remained, which were qualitatively 
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analyzed to confirm they appeared to measure smoking media literacy instead of other 

constructs. The 18 item smoking media literacy scale from 2006 was internally consistent (α = 

0.87). Primack et al. (2006) then also measured concurrent criterion validity (the extent to which 

the scale relates to information from other variables) by looking at associations between 

students’ smoking media literacy scale values, smoking-related variables and covariates in the 

theory of reasoned action. The researchers found that smoking media literacy had a statistically 

significant and independent association with current smoking, susceptibility, and attitudes, but 

not with norms (Primack et al., 2006). A validity threat to this study was the fact that the school 

in which the scale was tested was homogeneous in ethnic background.  

In 2009, Primack et al. used a more brief media literacy scale to measure smoking media 

literacy among college students, containing only six items. Similar to the previous study, the six 

items related to three domains; authors and audiences, messages and meanings, and 

representation and reality. This scale was tested among 657 students. These students were 

contacted by email and the response rate was 18.6%, which increases the potential for response 

bias. The researchers found that the six item smoking media literacy scale for college students 

was internally consistent (α = 0.79). Primack et al. (2009) argue that even though the scale’s 

strong theoretical basis contributes to its face validity, future research should more carefully 

assess its criterion and construct validity. In addition, the researchers argue that even though they 

looked at the internal consistency reliability, other types of reliability such as test-retest 

reliability were not assessed. In addition, one of the problems with the previously described tests 

is that they are based on self-assessment. As will be discussed later, it may be more valuable if 

an outside reviewer assesses students’ level of media literacy.  
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Duran, Yousman, Walsh, and Longshore (2008) took what they called a holistic approach 

to media literacy assessment, combining qualitative and quantitative assessment. This is similar 

to Hobbs and Frost’s (1998, 2003) approach to assessing media literacy. The qualitative section 

consisted of three open-ended questions about a video advertisement. Three of the four authors 

who wrote the research article inductively constructed coding categories. These categories were 

then augmented by using an existing coding system created by Lewis and Hill (1998). Three 

graduate students coded 35% of the student responses which led to an inter-coder agreement of 

94% for question one, 93% for question two, and 94% for question three (Duran et al., 2008). 

The second section was a quantitative self-assessment measure consisting five-point Likert 

scales on two different areas; knowledge of media structures and perceptions about the influence 

of media. The first scale (knowledge of media structures) consisted of 24 items on five 

dimensions; media economic structure, media activism strategies, media advocacy groups, 

involvement in media activism, and media reform concerns (Duran et al., 2008). The 

questionnaire was taken by 294 students from a private eastern university to determine the factor 

structures. An oblique factor analysis produced five factors that accounted for 66% of the 

common variance (only factors with more than a 1.00 eigenvalue were accepted). A 0.60-0.40 

criterion was used for item selection. Because of this criterion, the scale on knowledge structures 

was reduced to 19 items. The second scale on media influence yielded two factors (media 

influence on self and media influence on others) with an eigenvalue higher than 1.00. 

 Two researchers who also assessed general media literacy skills were Arke and Primack 

(2009). They developed and tested a pilot measuring general media literacy skills. Similar to 

Quin and McMahon (1995) and Hobbs and Frost (1998, 2003) they decided to test students 

independently rather than having them fill out a form of self-assessment as was done by Primack 
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et al. (2006, 2009). Arke and Primack (2009) based their conceptual model on specific media 

literacy models. Specifically, they used parts of the definition of media literacy by Aufderheide 

and Firestone (1993) who argue that someone is media literate when he or she “can decode, 

evaluate, analyze, and produce both print and electronic media” (p. 9). Arke and Primack 

measured three of these four components. They looked at access (decoding), analysis, and 

evaluation. They also related their conceptual model to some of NAMLE’s (2007) key questions 

and more broadly, to Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom et al., 1956). They then created a media scale 

consisting of seven measures as can be seen in Table 7. 

Table 7  

Arke and Primack’s (2009, p. 57) Theoretical Framework and Items 

 
Note. From “Quantifying media literacy: Development, reliability, and validity of a new measure,” by E. T. Arke and B. A. Primack, 2009, 

Educational Media International, 46(1), p. 57. Copyright 2009 by Taylor & Francis Online (www.tandfonline.com). Reprinted with permission. 

The measures included open-ended questions which were evaluated and converted to 

numerical scores with the use of a framework based on work by Worsnop (1996). Worsnop 

previously created a scale to assess students’ responses to media texts. The scale had six levels 

ranging from zero to five. In order to assess media literacy in “a variety of forms” (NAMLE, 

2007), the authors assessed each of the measures for each of three media types: radio, television 

and print. The authors administered this pilot measure to 34 college communication students and 

found that each of the three subscales (radio, television and print) were internally consistent (α1 

= 0.74, α2 = 0.79, α3 = 0.75). To account for criterion validity, the media literacy scale was 
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correlated with a composite critical thinking measure, leading to a significant correlation (r = 

0.32, p = .03) as was expected by the authors. The authors also found that the underlying factor 

structure of the students’ responses matched the conceptual model, which lends content validity 

to the scale. One of the limitations of the study was that it had a small sample size that was 

socio-demographically homogeneous in nature. The scale was also limited to traditional media 

messages and would be more complete if it included media messages from newer media such as 

the Internet. What also appears to be missing in all the scales that are described here is that they 

were never tested for test-retest reliability. 

Two years later, Chang and Lui (2011) published a study on the development of a media 

literacy self-assessment scale (MLSS). Initially, six experts specialized in information and 

communication technology education commented on the validity of the scale (Chang & Lui, 

2011). In addition, 15 students clarified the wording of the individual items. The MLSS consists 

of three subscales with five-point agree/disagree Likert scale statements. The first subscale 

relates to media application skills. This subscale assesses students’ abilities to use technologies. 

An example of an item in this subscale is: “I can use different media technologies to 

store/backup the content” (Chang & Lui, 2011, p. 606). This subscale seems in line with general 

conceptual models of media literacy as basic access and using skills that are often mentioned by 

media literacy scholars and organizations (i.e., ACMA, 2009; CML, 2008; EC, 2009; 

Livingstone et al., 2008; NAMLE, 2007; Ofcom, 2008). The second subscale is about learning 

with media, in which students’ abilities to use media messages to achieve learning outcomes are 

assessed. Interestingly, this subset of skills is generally not mentioned by main media literacy 

scholars and organizations. The third subset is attitudes toward media. In this subset students’ 

perceptions regarding copyright ethics of technologies are assessed (Chang & Lui, 2011). Even 
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though this is a skill that is often regarded as an important part of being able to critically evaluate 

and use media messages, it appears a rather specific skill to address. Because of the appearing 

lack of alignment with current media literacy literature, the content validity of the scale appears 

weak. Regardless, the researchers did make an attempt to test the scale for other validity threats. 

1539 fifth and sixth grade Taiwanese students completed the survey. According to the 

researchers, these students came from divergent socio-demographic backgrounds. The 

researchers conducted an exploratory factor analysis and principal component analysis with 

varimax rotation to clarify whether the three factors were valid tests of the constructs. They 

found that the eigenvalues of all three factors were larger than one. The researchers only kept 

items if the factor loading was higher than 0.50. As a result, the initial 23 item scale was reduced 

to 18 items. The overall Cronbach’s alpha reliability for the scale was 0.93. Cronbach’s alphas 

that measured the internal consistency of the three measures were respectively α1 = 084, α2 = 

0.79, and α3 = 0.80.  

Inan and Temur (2012) have recently also created an assessment instrument to examine 

media literacy levels of prospective teachers. They created a pool of 65 media literacy questions 

based on literature about media literacy. After an expert review, seven questions were 

eliminated, which lead to a survey of 58 questions. This survey was then applied to 80 

prospective teachers, leading to four sections composed of 53 questions. The overall Cronbach’s 

alpha was 0.85. Exploratory factor analyses showed that there were four factors with an 

eigenvalue over 1.00. The survey was then tested among 480 prospective teachers. The authors 

did not directly describe the four dimensions that they analyzed. However, several components 

that the researchers looked at were; having a critical response/approach (measured by items such 

as sending a letter to the television station), first reactions to seeing disturbed scenes, last 
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reactions when seeing disturbed scenes on television, media production levels, and media 

monitoring habits (time spent watching television and reading (different) newspapers). These 

authors see someone as media literacy if they change channels when viewing something 

disturbing and when they send a protest letter to the television station. This seems in line with a 

more protectionist approach to media literacy. Similar to Chang and Lui’s (2011) assessment 

instrument, Inan and Temur’s (2012) survey was a self-assessment survey.  

An organization that recently also attempted to create a self-assessment instrument to 

measure media literacy is EAVI (2010, 2011), partnering with other organizations and 

universities. The tool was created to measure the levels of media literacy across countries in the 

European Union. EAVI looked at both individual competences (use of skills, critical 

understanding, and communicative abilities) and environmental factors (such as information 

availability and media policy). The questions in the survey were developed using established 

survey measures such as measures from Eurostat (2009). Questions obtained from these 

measures were matched against criteria and components of the media literacy framework that 

EAVI had created (this framework was shortly described in the section on media literacy skills 

and outcomes of this literature review) and was expanded with additional survey questions that 

addressed gaps. The survey was then analyzed by a number of media literacy experts. According 

to EAVI (2011), this further narrowed the questionnaire and led to an 82 item questionnaire. The 

questionnaire was structured in 15 blocks covering each of the three individual competence 

areas, eight associated components, as well as citizen participation. The survey was then tested 

online with 7,051 participants from seven countries. In addition, 252 phone surveys were 

conducted. Based on the results, several factor analyses and standard scale reliability tests were 

conducted to measure the internal consistency of the different constructs. In some cases, these 
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tests failed to prove that certain subsets were expressions of the same underlying concepts. In 

other cases, some constructs passed factor analyses, but the composite factor failed a standard 

scale reliability test of unidimensionality. This means that even though a cluster of questions 

tend to load together, they may not actually measure one concept. This means that the 

assessment instrument needs to be developed further before it can reliably measure what it is 

supposed to measure. In addition, expert reviews were used for some parts of the assessment. 

One or more experts in each country were asked to address media policy and media education in 

their countries. Even though this was a creative way to assess these attributes, they pose a serious 

risk to validity for cross-national comparison because of the subjectivity of the experts (EAVI, 

2010).  

Media Literacy Assessment in Educational Systems 

Even though media literacy can be measured in research studies using scales, surveys, or 

other assessment instruments, this is not the only way that media literacy is assessed. Media 

literacy has been assessed using other methods as well in educational systems across the globe. 

In many different countries, media literacy education has been integrated in the curriculum or 

taught as a separate subject in formal school systems. While it is taught in many different school 

systems across the world, it is only a substantial and assessed part of the school system in a few 

countries (Buckingham & Domaille, 2009). Ways that media literacy is assessed in educational 

systems across the world will therefore be described next. 

New Zealand is one of the few countries in the world in which media literacy is both 

implemented and assessed on a national basis. According to Lealand (2009), the establishment of 

media literacy education on a national basis depends on a receptive framework that usually 

includes the existence of a national curriculum and ways to moderate educational programs. This 
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is the case in New Zealand where the National Certificate of Educational Achievement (NCEA) 

is the main qualification for high school students (New Zealand Qualification Authority, n.d.). 

During high school, students can choose to study Media Studies for three years, divided in three 

levels, which is taken by thousands of students a year (Lealand, 2009). There are both unit 

(competency based) standards and achievement (New Zealand curriculum based) standards for 

the Media Studies subject. These standards are externally assessed in exams but also assessed 

internally. Teachers in New Zealand maintain strong control over the curriculum and assessment 

of Media Studies in New Zealand and often provide guidelines and exemplars for internally 

assessed work (Lealand, 2009).  

In addition to New Zealand, the United Kingdom (UK) is another rare location where 

media literacy is taught and assessed on a national level. In the UK, Media Studies is offered as 

part of the General Certificate of Education Advanced Level (A-levels). In 2011/2012 62,000 

students in the UK took Media Studies related subjects (British Film Institute, 2013). Even 

though Media Studies qualifications are offered everywhere in the UK, the UK has several 

different examination boards who each offer A-level courses. In England, Wales, and Northern 

Ireland, Media Studies is offered through three different examination boards and in Scotland it is 

offered through one examination board. Each of the examination boards developed slightly 

different specifications and standards (P. Fraser, personal communication, October 23, 2013). 

Overall, Media Studies is assessed both internally through coursework (such as production work) 

and externally through essay-based exams. Specifications have been developed with detailed 

assessment criteria.   

In a few countries, media literacy is integrated on a state or province-wide basis, such as 

in in the United States, Canada, and Australia. In these countries there are wide differences to the 
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extent media literacy is part of the curriculum and to the extent it is assessed. According to 

Media Smarts (2013), which is Canada's center for digital and media literacy, Ontario was the 

first province to mandate media literacy in the curriculum. In Ontario, Canada, media literacy is 

one of the four strands in the language curriculum and students receive a separate grade for 

media literacy on their report cards from the first through eighth grade (Ontario Ministry of 

Education, 2006). However, media literacy is not taught in all Canadian provinces and territories 

or at all levels (Media Smarts, n.d.). In addition the quality and practice are not the same in each 

province (Media Smarts, n.d.).  

In Australia, media literacy is also integrated on a state-side basis. According to Brereton 

(2001), Australia is possibly the most developed when it comes to media literacy education. 

Most Australian states offer media studies as part of secondary education, though it is usually 

assessed differently in each state. For example, in the state Victoria, the subject media is assessed 

both internally and externally. For the first two units in media, assessment is determined by the 

individual schools and not reported to the Victoria Curriculum and Assessment Authority 

(VCAA, 2011). For the last two units, however, the VCAA (2011) oversees the assessments of 

all students. Student achievement is determined by internal school-assessed coursework and 

tasks and an external final examination. While teachers still have freedom to design the 

assessments for the coursework and task(s), they do have to assess specific predetermined 

outcomes and use specific assessment criteria that have been defined by the VCAA. They are 

fairly free to choose how they assess these outcomes, however, as long as they use at least one of 

the following assessment methods for assessing student tasks: a written report, an essay, short 

responses, structured questions, an annotated visual report, or an oral report (VCAA, 2011). 

However, the final end-of-year examination is developed by the VCAA and is the same for any 
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media students in Victoria. Conversely, in the state Queensland, student achievement of the 

subject Film, Television, and New Media is only assessed by school-based assessments 

(Queensland Studies Authority, 2007). There are no external examinations in Queensland. 

Schools can select from a wide range of assessment techniques to assess students’ design work 

(such as storyboards, film scripts, and website screen shots), products (such as videos, 

animations, soundtracks, or advertisements), and critiques (such as analytical essays, reports, 

interviews, or director’s commentary) (Queensland Studies Authority, 2007). Different states 

therefore assess these secondary media classes differently, using either internal or external 

assessments, or a combination of both. In addition, a new national Australian curriculum will be 

implemented soon, which “will make it mandatory for all students from pre-school to year eight 

to have achievement reported against Media Arts standards” (Dezuanni, n.d., para 7). 

The European Media Literacy Education Study (EMEDUS, 2014) recently published the 

drafts of 26 reports on formal media literacy education for 26 European countries. EMEDUS is a 

consortium consisting of media literacy organizations and experts in Europe, the United Nations 

(UN), and UNESCO. In addition to providing general information about media literacy 

education in each of the 26 countries, EMEDUS (2014) also described how media literacy is 

assessed in each of these countries. According to EMEDUS (2014), media literacy is integrated 

into different subject areas in a cross-curricular way in most countries, rather than treated as a 

separate subject. Examples of countries that have integrated media literacy in a cross-curricular 

way are: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Finland, Germany, 

Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Luxemburg, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, 

Slovakia, Spain, and Sweden (EMEDUS, 2014). While some countries, such as Bulgaria, 

Slovenia and Slovakia, treat media literacy as a compulsory cross-disciplinary subject, other 
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countries, such as France and Sweden, only very loosely refer to media literacy in their 

curriculum (EMEDUS, 2014). Interestingly, while many countries teach media literacy in a 

cross-curricular way, media literacy outcomes are not assessed at all in most of these countries. 

Exceptions are a few countries in which media literacy skills are loosely assessed, such as Italy, 

Malta, and Slovakia. Even though media literacy is not assessed at all in most countries, many 

countries do assess ICT skills. Only two countries treat media literacy education as a separate 

subject. These countries are Romania, in which Mass Media is a subject that is part of the 

optional curriculum, and the United Kingdom, as was described earlier (EMEDUS, 2014). 

However, media literacy assessment does not seem to exist at the official level in Romania 

(EMEDUS, 2014). Overall, it therefore seems that media literacy goals are included in most 

curriculum documents of the 26 studied European countries, but that these goals are in most 

cases not officially assessed. This is in line with earlier observations of Buckingham and 

Domaille (2009).  

Issues and Challenges Regarding Media Literacy Assessment 

Based on the prior descriptions of media assessment, it can be concluded that media 

literacy is only assessed in a few countries. In addition, research on media literacy assessment is 

still rather anecdotal rather than systematic. Moreover, researchers have taken many different 

approaches towards measuring media literacy, but there is not much information available on the 

reliability and validity of these assessment instruments. According to Livingstone and Thumim 

(2003), there is a lack of consensus over the appropriate methods to measure media literacy. 

Fastrez (2009) claims that media literacy assessment is “still in its infancy” (p. 3) and “lacks 

systematic efforts to make it a coherent endeavor” (p. 3). This seems reflected by the variety of 

ways media literacy assessment has been described in the previous sections and the lack of 
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implementation of media literacy assessment in many countries. Livingstone and Thumim (2003) 

state that different emphases in research agendas, different methodologies and samples make it 

difficult to draw comparisons. Effectiveness of media literacy education in research is generally 

assessed in more quantitative and controlled settings by scholars who take a more protectionist 

approach while media literacy is assessed in more qualitative ways in authentic settings by 

scholars from a cultural studies approach (Martens, 2010). Interestingly, the more defensive 

approach still largely dominates the research agenda (Martens, 2010). According to Buckingham 

and Domaille (2009), this is especially the case in countries in which media literacy education is 

less well-established. 

When looking at the current instruments that are used to measure media literacy, it 

appears that a lot of work needs to be done and that media literacy instruments are still in their 

infancy. The first instruments have started to appear in the 1990s (Quin & McMahon, 1995; 

Worsnop, 1996; Wulff, 1997) and similar to the instruments that have created more recently, 

they still have to be tested more for validity and reliability (Primack et al. 2006; Primack et al., 

2009). Possible disadvantages with self-assessment have also not been addressed yet. Even 

though researchers like Chang and Lui (2011) and Inan and Temur (2012) claim that their 

instruments have an adequate validity and reliability in respectively assessing elementary school 

students’ and prospective teachers’ perceptions of media literacy, and even though self-

assessment seems a common way of assessing media literacy as it was also used by Primack et 

al. (2006, 2009) and EAVI (2010, 2011), self-assessment has some disadvantages. Self-

assessment is often not regarded as a valid measure for the possession of skills for a few reasons. 

Dunning, Heath, and Suls (2004) argue that the correlation between self-ratings of skill and 

actual performance is moderate to small in many domains. They argue that people generally tend 
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to overrate themselves, claiming that they are above average in a skill. In addition, people tend to 

overestimate the likelihood that they will engage in desirable behaviors and achieve favorable 

outcomes (Dunning, Heath, & Suls, 2004). 

Martens (2010) argues that “researchers should urgently develop more valid and reliable 

research instruments to aptly capture media learning outcomes” (p. 15). He also argues that 

researchers looking at assessment should look at whether the skills learned in class also transfer 

to new situations. He doubts that many of the results of experimental research generalize to 

everyday media use. Martens (2010) also believes that more research needs to be done to capture 

the long-term influence of media literacy education. Most of the developers of the media literacy 

assessment instruments described earlier in this document have only attempted to measure short-

term effects of media literacy education. Furthermore, none of researchers creating the current 

media literacy scales have actually looked at test-retest validity. Whether the same test could be 

used again to measure media literacy levels of the same group of students is therefore unknown.  

Bergsma and Carney (2008) suggest that media literacy professionals and scholars 

“should be more explicit about the media literacy core concepts/skills they include in their 

interventions, and should more carefully address who delivered the intervention with what 

fidelity, in what setting, for how long and utilizing what pedagogical approach” (p. 522). 

Similarly, Christ (2004) claims that the term media literacy should be clearly defined and that 

standards and competencies need to be developed to measure media literacy outcomes. He states 

that most higher education faculty would claim that they teach media literacy. However, they 

may not be able to express what they mean with media literacy and much less be able to assess it 

as a learning outcome (Christ, 2004). 
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Correspondingly, Zacchetti (2011), who is working for the European Commission, claims 

that different European member countries show different levels and practices of media literacy 

and that media literacy standards or criteria to assess media literacy are lacking. Similarly, EAVI 

(2010, 2011), who developed a media literacy assessment instrument together with other 

organizations, claims that refining the criteria or indicators of media literacy is challenging as 

media literacy relates to many different contexts, actions, and influences. They therefore state 

that their 20 minute survey alone cannot provide a comprehensive assessment of media literacy 

and that other approaches are needed. 

 Buckingham and Domaille (2009) claim that many countries in the world require media 

literacy to be taught in language arts or social studies. However, even though it is required to be 

taught, there is often a lack of any clearly assessed activities measuring student learning in terms 

of skills and competencies (Buckingham & Domaille, 2009). Luckily, some organizations such 

as the Association for Media Literacy in Canada and the British Film Institute in England have 

developed media literacy frameworks and a few countries have developed clear specifications of 

media literacy skills and competencies for in their curricula (Buckingham & Domaille, 2009). 

Respondents of Buckingham and Domaille’s (2009) international survey conducted for 

UNESCO indicated that media education is often included in curriculum documents but that it is 

not assessed by itself (or assessed at all). The study by Evans et al. (2006), which used fruit and 

vegetable intake as a measure of media literacy is an example of that. In some countries, such as 

Chile, it was suggested in curriculum documents that students should “develop a critical 

awareness and actively participate in creating media texts with a clear message” (Buckingham & 

Domaille, 2009, p. 25). However, there were no assessment criteria for these skills. Interestingly, 

some of their respondents seemed to like the freedom and flexibility that came with this. Overall, 
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however, Buckingham and Domaille (2009) claim that that the lack of structured assessment 

procedures likely contributed to the lack of status of media literacy education. They claim that 

the field has continuously struggled for its recognition as it has mainly been included within 

assessment of other subject areas. They claim that assessment of media literacy education should 

be prioritized as it impacts classroom practice more than any curriculum document. Another 

issue with media literacy assessment that Buckingham and Domaille (2009) mention is that 

media literacy assessment often favors written media over other forms of media. 

 In the Netherlands, a group of experts and media literacy related organizations developed 

a competence model consisting of 10 competences Dutch that people need to participate actively 

and thoughtfully in a mediated society (Mediawijzer.net, 2012; Schwarz et al., 2011). According 

to Schwarz et al. (2011), media literacy is so incredibly complex that it makes it practically 

impossible to develop one instrument that could assess all aspects of media literacy and all target 

groups. They therefore suggest developing assessments for specific components of media 

literacy and specific target groups. Whether it is possible measure media literacy as a whole 

independent of context (e.g. Arke & Primack, 2009; EAVI, 2010, 2011) or whether it is better to 

measure only certain elements of media literacy related to specific contexts (e.g. Austin & 

Johnson, 1995; Hobbs & Frost, 1998, 2003; Irving and Berel, 2001; Kusel, 1999; Pinkleton et al., 

2007; Vraga et al., 2009) appears an issue that media literacy scholars and professionals have not 

yet agreed on.  

Scheibe and Rogow (2011) mention some challenges related to media literacy assessment 

as well. They state that assessment would be easier if media literacy education was about 

teaching discrete facts. They claim it is much harder to assess the process of asking questions 

and reflecting on production choices in which a variety of responses is the norm (Scheibe & 
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Rogow, 2011). Assessment instruments therefore appear hard to develop. Another challenge that 

Scheibe and Rogow (2011) mention is that media literacy is embedded in many different subject 

areas, which makes a uniform set of assessment instruments almost impossible. Interestingly, 

most of the empirical media literacy assessment instruments are quantitative and objectivist in 

nature, often avoiding complexity of skills and the constructivist nature of media literacy 

mentioned by Scheibe and Rogow (2011) and many other media literacy scholars who would 

argue that media literacy is moving to a more constructivist approach (see: Buckingham, 2003; 

Hobbs & Jensen, 2009; Masterman, 1985; Scheibe & Rogow, 2011; Tyner, 1998).  

Overall, the assessment of media literacy seems to come with many challenges. Martens 

(2010) therefore seems to rightfully state that evaluating and explaining the effectiveness of 

media literacy education is one of the most overwhelming challenges for current research in the 

field.  
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Chapter 3 – Methodology 

Purpose and Research Questions 

As previously stated, the purpose of this study on media literacy assessment was to 

explore the views of media literacy scholars and professionals regarding media literacy 

assessment with the intent of using this information to develop a quantitative survey to validate 

and extend the qualitative findings with a larger sample. An exploratory sequential design was 

used to conduct this study. The first phase of the study was a qualitative exploration of media 

literacy outcomes, assessment practices, existing challenges, and possible solutions to these 

challenges. In this phase, interview data was collected from a purposeful sample of 10 media 

literacy scholars and professionals. From this initial exploration, the qualitative findings were 

used to develop measures that were subsequently administered to a larger sample. In the 

quantitative phase, survey data were collected from a sample of media literacy professionals and 

scholars (N = 171) from all around the world to validate and extend the qualitative findings. 

Since the aim of this study was to both explore media literacy assessment and to validate and 

extend findings with a larger sample, mixed method data collection methods were chosen. 

According to Creswell (2009), a mixed methods approach could provide a more expanded 

understanding of a research problem. This study was designed to answer the following four 

research questions: 

1. What outcomes do media literacy professionals and scholars identify as important? 

2. How do media literacy professionals and scholars assess these outcomes? 

3. Which challenges do media literacy professionals and scholars identify regarding media 

literacy assessment? 
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4. What recommendations do media literacy professionals and scholars make to overcome 

the challenges of assessment? 

Research Design 

This study employed a mixed methods approach, combining both qualitative and 

quantitative approaches in the methodology of the study (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). A mixed 

methods approach does not only combine methodologies, it also combines a philosophy and 

research design orientation. As Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) state, both qualitative and 

quantitative data is collected and analyzed in a mixed methods approach. They further claim that 

these two forms of data are mixed either concurrently (by combining or merging them), 

sequentially (by having one build on the other), or by embedding one within the other. In a 

mixed method study, these procedures are framed within philosophical worldviews and 

theoretical lenses and combined into specific research designs (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 

“Its central premise is that the use of quantitative and qualitative approaches, in combination, 

provides a better understanding of research problems than either approach alone” (Creswell & 

Plano Clark, 2007, p. 5).  

Exploratory sequential approach. For this study, an exploratory sequential approach 

was used. Using this design, qualitative data was collected and analyzed first (Creswell, 2009). 

This was followed by the collection and analysis of quantitative data in the second phase, 

building on the results of the first qualitative phase (Creswell, 2009). According to Fraenkel and 

Wallen (2012), “results of the qualitative phase give direction to the quantitative method, and 

quantitative results are used to validate or extend the qualitative findings” (p. 560). 

In this exploratory sequential approach, a comprehensive understanding of media literacy 

assessment practices, the existing challenges, and possible solutions to these challenges was 
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QUAL quan 

obtained by first gathering qualitative data from 10 media literacy professionals and scholars 

regarding this topic, followed by a descriptive view on this topic from data collected from a 

larger quantitative sample (N = 171). The research design was sequential because qualitative data 

was collected and analyzed first, followed by the collection and analysis of quantitative data. The 

quantitative data built on the qualitative data as can be seen in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2. An exploratory sequential design (Creswell, 2009) 

Philosophical foundations for using mixed methods research. As written earlier, a 

mixed methods approach combines philosophical foundations. Since a research study begins 

qualitatively in a sequential exploratory design, the research problem and purpose often call for a 

greater significance of the qualitative strand in the design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). The 

first qualitative phase of the study worked from a constructivist worldview through which 

understandings or meanings are formed through the subjective views of participants (Creswell, 

2009; Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). In the quantitative phase of the research, the worldview 

shifted to a postpositivist philosophy by identifying and describing variables quantitatively. 

Multiple worldviews were therefore utilized in this study, shifting from a constructivist 

worldview to a postpositivist worldview when shifting from qualitative data to quantitative data.  
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Phase I: Qualitative Interviews 

Participants. According to Patton (2002), qualitative studies typically focus in depth on 

a relatively small sample that is selected purposefully. Patton (2002) stated that “the logic and 

power of purposive sampling lie in selecting information rich cases for study in depth” (p. 230). 

For this reason, information rich cases were selected for the qualitative interviews. The specific 

strategy used to select participants was a combination of extreme case sampling, by selecting 

information-rich cases with much knowledge on the topic, and maximum variation sampling, by 

selecting media literacy scholars and professionals from a wide variety of geographical locations 

and backgrounds. A total of 10 media literacy scholars and professionals were included in the 

sample. Initially, a list was made of 20 media literacy professionals and scholars who either 

developed media literacy assessment instruments, hold a leadership position in the field, or have 

many years of experience teaching or doing research in the field. Initially, 10 media literacy 

professionals and scholars were contacted. When they did not respond within a week, more 

media literacy professionals and scholars on the list were contacted until 10 participants 

indicated their willingness to participate. A total of 16 participants were contacted before 10 

media literacy scholars and professionals agreed to participate in the study. 

Because some of the information disclosed in the interviews could be somewhat sensitive 

(such as weaknesses in their assessment instruments), pseudonyms were used instead of 

interviewees’ real names. The interviewees represented a wide range of geographical locations 

so a global understanding of media literacy assessment practices could be established. The 

sample consisted of participants from the United States, Australia, Canada, United Kingdom, 

Belgium, and Hong Kong. Seven interviewees taught media literacy and conducted research 

about it as well. One interviewee is the president of a large media literacy organization, one has 
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mainly been involved in the field as a researcher, and one interviewee has mainly been involved 

in the field as a teacher. In their teaching or research, five interviewees are or have been involved 

with university level students. All interviewees have been involved with media literacy education 

of K-12 students. Six interviewees worked with elementary school students, three interviewees 

worked with middle school children students, and six interviewees worked with high school 

students. In addition, one of the interviewees worked with pre-school students. Four interviewees 

have been involved in the field as teacher trainers also while two interviewees have worked on 

examination boards related to media literacy assessment. In addition, eight interviewees have 

taught or conducted research about media literacy as a distinct subject area. In their work, most 

of them covered a variety of topics and media forms. However, one of the interviewees mainly 

conducted research regarding gender and violence and another interviewee did a considerable 

amount of work specifically related to film. Two of them also integrated media literacy in 

specific subject areas, such as language arts.   

Instrument. A semi-structured interview protocol was developed in order to explore the 

views of media literacy scholars and professionals on media literacy assessment. Semi-structured 

interviews are guided by a set of questions, even though the interviews also allow for probing, 

rephrasing, and asking the questions in a different sequence (Russ-Eft & Preskill, 2009). Using 

this instrument, the interviewees were asked about media literacy outcomes, assessment 

practices, existing challenges, and recommendations to overcome these challenges. The 

interview questions related directly to the four research questions. 

Expert reviews. After the Institutional Review Board (IRB) application was approved 

for this phase of the study (see Appendix A), the interview protocol was reviewed by three 

expert reviewers to enhance its validity. In September of 2013, the expert reviewers were asked 
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to sign an online IRB consent form prior to serving as an expert reviewer. The consent form can 

be found in Appendix B. The team of expert reviewers consisted of three media literacy scholars 

and professionals. The first expert reviewer is a retired professor from Sweden who has 

conducted extensive work in Sweden as well as in the United States on visual literacy. The 

second expert reviewer is from the United States and is the co-coordinator of a media literacy 

graduate program. The third expert reviewer is originally from Australia, though he has lived in 

the United States for many years. He is a retired professor and wrote many books and articles 

about media literacy and also coordinated a media literacy program in the United States. The 

expert reviewers examined the interview protocol based on its clarity and alignment with the 

research questions, using a rubric that can be found in Appendix C. They were also given the 

opportunity for open written feedback in the rubric. The written feedback was followed up with a 

Skype interview for clarification and detailed feedback, lasting between twenty and thirty 

minutes. 

Expert reviewers’ feedback on the qualitative interview protocol. Based on the three 

expert reviews, several changes were made to the interview protocol and research questions. The 

revised semi-structured interview protocol can be found in Appendix D.  

Based on the advice of the first expert reviewer, several changes were made to the 

interview protocol itself. Several sentences were  rephrased and the introduction in which the 

study is described to the interviewee was shortened and written in a less formal manner. In 

addition, certain interview questions were slightly rephrased. For example “What should be the 

outcomes of media literacy education?” was replaced by “What are the outcomes of media 

literacy education?” 
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Based on the second expert review, several changes were made to the interview questions 

and research questions. For example, the word ‘problems’ was removed from the interview 

questions to avoid bias. Instead, the word ‘challenges’ was used. In addition, the first interview 

question was revised from “How long have you been teaching or researching media literacy?” to 

“How did you become interested in teaching or researching media literacy?” This new question 

would not only elicit information about how long the interviewee may have been teaching or 

researching media literacy, but more importantly, it would also elicit information about how the 

interviewee entered the field and which background and interests he or she has. In addition, the 

order of several interview questions was altered. For example, question 6b was switched by 

question 6. This means that interviewees were first asked how they personally resolved any 

challenges before being asked how they think these challenges can be overcome. By this change, 

information about personal solutions may be obtained first, before moving the conversation into 

a discussion of recommendations overall. Furthermore, when an interviewee would state that he 

or she did not encounter any challenges regarding media literacy assessment, the expert reviewer 

recommended asking the interviewee what their assessment experience was like, as their 

response may offer insights regarding overcoming any challenges. Moreover, the wording of 

several research questions was adjusted to align better with the type of research design used to 

answer these questions. For example, “Which challenges do media literacy professionals and 

scholars experience regarding media literacy assessment?” was replaced by “Which challenges 

to media literacy professionals and scholars identify regarding media literacy assessment?” 

Learning which challenges they experience may require extensive observations, rather than 

interviews. 
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Based on the third expert review, one interview question was altered and one interview 

question was removed. The question “What role does assessment play in your work on media 

literacy?” was removed as the expert reviewer believed that this question would be answered in 

the subsequent question. Another reason for removing this question was the limited time allotted 

for the interviews. Removing the question would allow for better use of the time. In addition, the 

expert reviewer stated that views on assessment may differ based on the context in which the 

interviewee teaches or does research. To learn about the context in which the interviewee teaches 

or does research, the question “What topics do you cover in your classes or research on media 

literacy” was replaced by “What grade level and subject areas you focus on in your teaching or 

research on media literacy?”  

Data collection. After the revisions of the interview protocol were completed, 

participants of the study were sent an email. This email included a brief description of the study 

and an invitation to participate in the study. After showing interest in the study, the participants 

were asked to sign an online IRB consent form prior to the interview. The interview consent 

form can be found in Appendix E. Interviews were held over a five week period in October and 

November. The interviews were conducted online, using Skype, an online audio and video 

conferencing software application. Each of the interviews was recorded using the Amolto Call 

Recorder for Skype. Each of the interviewees was interviewed for approximately 60 minutes, 

using the semi-structured interview protocol described earlier. An audit trail of all study 

procedures was be maintained. Moreover, field notes were written during the interview process.  

Data analysis. The qualitative interview data were transcribed in November, 2013, using 

the Olympus AS-2400 Transcription Kit. The transcripts were typed into Microsoft Word. After 

the interviews were transcribed, they were sent back to the interviewees to provide them with the 



                77 

 

possibility of member checking their transcript. Five interviewees provided minor corrections. 

Subsequently, each interview was analyzed. The purpose of analyzing data was to bring order, 

meaning, and structure to the data (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002).  

Each of the transcripts was coded two times. In the first iteration, the transcripts were 

coded by the interviewer using Microsoft Word. According to Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995), 

a code is “a word or short phrase that captures and signals what is going on in a piece of data in a 

way that links it to some more general analysis issue” (p. 146). During the coding process, 

categories and themes were identified. Rossman and Rallis (2012) see a category as a phrase or a 

word that describes a relative discrete section of the data, while they view a theme as a phrase or 

sentence that describes linkages, patterns, processes, and explanations within and across 

categories. The identification of themes was mainly achieved during the second iteration of 

coding. The second iteration of coding was conducted using NVivo software. 

Validity and reliability. The validity of the semi-structured interview protocol was 

enhanced by expert reviews of the protocol provided by three media literacy professionals and 

scholars. These expert reviewers provided input on the clarity of the interview questions and the 

alignment of the interview questions with the research questions. Based on this input, the 

research questions, interview protocol, and interview questions were revised. In addition, the 

credibility of the qualitative interviews was ensured by member checking. Emerging findings 

were taken back to the participants for them to elaborate, correct, extend, or argue about 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2012). In addition, an audit trail was kept to keep track of all decisions and 

actions that were performed during the study.  

Reflexivity: Researcher’s resources and skills. In qualitative research, researchers take 

an active role as they construct understandings of their topic by the questions they choose to ask, 
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the contexts they choose to study, and their personal resources, skills, and backgrounds 

(Rossman & Rallis, 2012). The knowledge that is constructed during the qualitative phase of the 

study is therefore interpretive or constructivist in nature. The researcher is not neutral, but an 

active agent in this research process. For that reason, the researcher should be aware of the self, 

the other, and the interplay between the two, which Rossman and Rallis (2012) refer to with the 

term reflexivity. It is therefore crucial to be aware of your own perspective. I will therefore 

describe my own history and dispositions towards media literacy. 

 During the time of the second war between Lebanon and Israel, I came to Israel to study 

Political Communication at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem. My flight stopped in Cyprus to 

switch crews, after Hezbollah declared in the media that they would bomb Tel Aviv that night. 

While first letting these words scare me, I calmed down quickly when I saw nothing but blue sky 

and palm trees in Tel Aviv. As it turned out, Tel Aviv was not bombed and the city appeared 

completely peaceful. It was then that I started to understand how media can frame the images we 

have of the world. In Israel, I learned about politicians’ use of media and the influence of media 

reporting on political decisions. Fascinated by this phenomenon, I wrote a bachelor’s thesis on 

the characterization of the Palestinian-Israeli conflict by the mass media. I realized then that 

many people do not critically evaluate world media messages, such as those presented about the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict. It was also then that I realized my interest in media literacy. I have 

since come to believe in the importance of teaching children to responsibly use and critically 

analyze the messages conveyed by the mass media. During these years, I was mainly exposed to 

theoretical frameworks stemming from communication theory towards media literacy, focusing 

mainly on semiotics and cultural studies.  
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I next entered the graduate certificate program in Media Literacy at Appalachian State 

University (ASU) to learn more about media literacy. After I finished the program, I taught 

media literacy at ASU. The REICH College of Education in which I taught is strongly influenced 

by a social-constructivist framework, informed by theories of Vygotsky (1978), Berger and 

Luckmann (1966), Kegan (1992) and others (Appalachian State University, 2013). This 

framework has strongly influenced my thinking and views towards teaching. 

 Subsequently, I entered the Instructional Design and Technology program at Virginia 

Tech, which provided me with a better view on how learning occurs and how to design 

instruction to maximize student learning. This program provided me with a systematic way of 

viewing the instructional design process. It was at Virginia Tech that my interest in assessment 

of media literacy was cultivated.  

Because of these experiences, I have certain views towards media literacy. I believe that 

media literacy education should prepare people to think critically about media messages and not 

to accept anything they read, hear, or see. Critical thinking, in my view, is one of the main 

components that encompasses being media literate. This implicitly implies that the learner 

should not be restricted or controlled in their views towards media. I therefore do not think that 

people should be protected from the media or only be taught one “right” way of seeing, hearing, 

or reading. Because of my studies at Virginia Tech, I also believe that media literacy assessment 

should be aligned directly with the skills that are taught. Generally, these are higher order 

thinking skills that in my view may require context-specific and authentic assessments, rather 

than self-assessment surveys. I understand that not all media literacy scholars and professionals 

hold similar views regarding how media literacy should be taught and assessed, however. I 

therefore attempted to remain unbiased and neutral when selecting participants for the study, 
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when interviewing them, and when analyzing their data. I strived not to pass any judgments 

related to anything that the participants disclosed to me. I made every effort to not condemn any 

views that they offered on media literacy education and assessment. I strived to value all 

perspectives that were provided, not just the ones that aligned with my own lens.  

Phase II: Quantitative Surveys 

Participants. Survey respondents were selected through purposive sampling, as the 

entire population is not known. Maximum variation sampling was used in addition to snowball 

sampling. This led to a diverse sample of respondents (N =171) representing 37 countries in five 

continents. The characteristics of the sample will be explained in more depth in Chapter 5.  

After IRB approval for this phase of the study (see Appendix A), media literacy 

organizations, scholars, and professionals from a wide variety of geographical locations and 

backgrounds were contacted to participate in the survey. Directors and presidents from media 

literacy organizations were asked whether they would be interested in distributing the survey 

among their members. Many organizations agreed to post a link and description of the survey on 

their website or social media site, or agreed to distribute it through their mailing list. Among these 

organizations are NAMLE (United States), Media Education Foundation (United States), Media 

Literacy Project (United States), the Media Education Association (United Kingdom), Australian 

Teachers of Media (Australia), The National Association of Media Educators (New Zealand), 

MEDEAnet (Europe), EMEDUS (Europe), Mediawijzer.net (Netherlands), and the Finnish 

Society on Media Education (Finland). In addition, snowball sampling was used as respondents 

were asked to provide contact information of other media literacy professionals and scholars in 

their country.  
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Instrument development. The survey instrument was developed after the analysis of the 

qualitative data. The purpose of the quantitative survey was to validate and extend the qualitative 

findings. Based on the codes and categories identified during the qualitative phase, survey 

questions were developed. These survey questions were also guided by the four research 

questions of this study and the literature on media literacy assessment. For example, during the 

interviews, media literacy goals and outcomes were identified by the interviewees. Therefore, a 

list of media literacy goals and outcomes was developed for the survey based on interviewees’ 

answers and the literature on that topic. Subsequently, survey respondents were asked to what 

extent these goals and outcomes are important to them. In addition, some survey questions were 

developed to better comprehend certain topics. For example, some interviewees differed in their 

views on the importance of assessing the learning process compared to the learning product. To 

better understand the views of media literacy scholars and professionals on this topic, respondents 

were asked to what extent they assess the learning process in relationship to the product. A similar 

question was asked about the importance of assessing media literacy as a whole or assessing it in 

context.  

Interviewees also identified several different ways of evaluating or interpreting students’ 

responses. In order to validate and extend these qualitative findings, survey respondents were 

asked to identify which of these evaluation and interpretation methods they have used in their 

own work. Moreover, interviewees mentioned numerous challenges they encountered in their 

work related to media literacy. Consequently, survey respondents were given a list of challenges 

that were identified by the interviewees. In order to validate and extend the qualitative findings, 

survey respondents were asked whether they encountered any of these challenges and to what 

extent they believe these challenges are important to the field. The survey respondents were also 
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given a list of assessment recommendations that the interviewees identified. Respondents were 

asked to what extent they agreed that these recommendations would improve the effectiveness of 

media literacy assessment. 

Instrument. The survey (see Appendix F) was developed using Qualtrics and consisted 

of 26 questions including both open-ended and closed-ended questions. Depending on 

respondents’ answers to specific questions, respondents would get certain follow-up questions. 

For example, when respondents indicated that they do not specify outcomes, they were prompted 

with another question asking about their reasons for not specifying outcomes. This meant that 

most respondents did not have to answer all 26 questions.  

The survey consisted of eight pages. The first page consisted of a description of the study 

and consent information. On the second page respondents were asked about their demographic 

information. The third page was about media literacy goals and outcomes and the fourth and fifth 

page were about media literacy assessment. On the sixth page respondents were asked about 

assessment challenges and on the seventh page they were asked about assessment 

recommendations. Respondents were asked to provide contact information of other media 

literacy professionals, scholars, and organizations on the eighth and final page. In the survey, 

respondents were asked about media literacy goals and outcomes, media literacy assessment 

methods and interpretation, media literacy challenges, and recommendations to overcome these 

challenges. In addition to these questions, the survey also contained demographic questions. 

Media literacy scholars and professionals were asked about their geographical location, in which 

ways and for how many years they are involved with media literacy education, the context in 

which they apply media literacy (such as elementary schools, middle schools, high schools, or 
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out of school contexts), and whether they embed media literacy education and assessment within 

a certain subject area or rather teach it as a separate subject area.    

Expert reviews. To further enhance the validity of the survey, the survey was sent to 

three expert reviewers. These were the same expert reviewers that reviewed the qualitative 

interview protocol. The expert reviewers were asked again to sign an online IRB consent form 

prior to serving as an expert reviewer for this phase of the study. The consent form can be found 

in Appendix G. These expert reviewers provided input regarding the clarity of the survey and the 

alignment with the research questions, using a rubric that can be found in Appendix H. They 

were also given the opportunity for open written feedback in the rubric. The written feedback 

was followed up with a Skype interview for clarification and detailed feedback, lasting between 

twenty and thirty minutes. Based on the input of the expert reviewers, the survey was revised.  

Expert reviewers’ feedback on the quantitative survey protocol. Based on the three 

expert reviews, several changes were made to the survey protocol and research questions. Based 

on the advice of first expert reviewer, a back button was added to the survey so respondents 

could go back and edit their answers on previous questions. In addition, the time set for the 

survey was changed from 15 minutes to 20 to 30 minutes, which was also something noted by 

the other two expert reviewers. Finally, the font size was increased a little bit, which was also 

something noted by the second expert reviewer. 

Based on the second expert review, the first research question was altered from “What 

outcomes do media literacy professionals and scholars identify as important to assess?” to “What 

outcomes do media literacy professionals and scholars identify as important?” In addition, one 

question about media literacy assessment recommendations was altered from: “What would be 

some other ways that you think the validity and reliability of media literacy assessment can be 
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improved?” to: “What would be some other ways that you think the effectiveness of media 

literacy assessment can be enhanced? The words validity and reliability may not be understood 

by all respondents. Furthermore, in a question about factors that may influence the way 

respondents assess media literacy, an extra factor was added: Access to technology and 

equipment. Finally, some grammar and spelling edits were made, such as adding words that were 

accidentally forgotten or left out.  

Based on the third expert review, some changes were made to reduce the American bias 

that the survey may have. For example, a sentence was added to the first page of the survey that 

states: “While in this study the term media literacy is used, we recognize that in other countries 

than the United States and Canada it might rather be known as media education or media 

studies.” This sentence was repeated on the next page of the survey, and the terms “media 

education” and “media studies” were added in parentheses next to the term “media literacy” in 

the first survey question in which media literacy is mentioned. In addition, two questions were 

added to the survey. First, a sub-question was added that would pop up when respondents 

indicate that they specify their outcomes. The question was added is: “You mentioned that you 

do specify outcomes. Who specified them?” In addition, one question was added to find out 

whether respondents developed their assessments themselves, whether the state or country 

developed them, or whether they were developed by others. Furthermore, based on the expert 

reviewer’s comments, a statement in the question about identifying factors that influenced the 

way the respondent assessed media literacy, was altered from “government rules and 

regulations” to “standards and/or regulations developed by institutions such as the Ministry of 

(Public) Education or Department of Education” to clarify the phrase. Finally, some other minor 

edits were made. For example, the phrase “media literacy professionals and scholars have come 
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up with recommendations” was replaced by “media literacy professionals and scholars identified 

recommendations.” Moreover, in the following statement, the word “clash” was replaced by the 

word “contradiction”: “I believe that there is a clash between the control that is inherent to 

assessment and the development of critical autonomy in the learners.”  

Data collection. Survey data was collected in January and February of 2014. Consent 

was implied by the return of the survey. Media literacy organizations and individual media 

literacy scholars and professionals were emailed first. Subsequently, the media literacy scholars 

and professionals that were recommended by other respondents were contacted as well. Because 

the survey was anonymous, it was not possible to identify who responded to the survey. For that 

reason, no reminder emails were sent. 

Data analysis. The quantitative data was analyzed using SPSS software. The SPSS file 

was automatically created by Qualtrics, although some variables had to be recoded before they 

could be analyzed. For example, unanswered questions had to be actively recoded as missing 

values. In addition, several new variables were developed. Most of these were computed 

variables. For example, all variables related to assessment methods were added up to calculate 

how many assessment methods were used on average by the respondents. The survey mainly 

provided descriptive statistics, such as frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations. 

The survey also included a few open-ended items. These items were coded qualitatively. If items 

only contained a few open ended responses (such as the “other” box that was added to many 

questions), they were simply described in the findings. If items contained many open-ended 

items, codes and categories were identified. This qualitative data was coded two times. First, the 

transcripts were coded by the interviewer using Microsoft Word to identify codes and categories. 



                86 

 

The second iteration of coding was conducted using NVivo software. The identification of 

themes was mainly achieved during the second iteration of coding.  

 Validity and reliability. The content validity of the survey was enhanced by using 

literature on media literacy assessment in addition to the 10 qualitative interviews. The input 

provided by the interviewees was vital for the selection of items in the survey. The validity of the 

quantitative survey was further enhanced by expert reviews of the survey provided by three 

media literacy professionals and scholars. These expert reviewers provided input on the clarity of 

the questions and the alignment of the survey questions with the research questions. In addition, 

respondents represented a wide variety of background and geographic locations. Even though the 

aim of this study is not to generalize, the maximum variation sample could increase the external 

validity of the study. Overall, data triangulation improved the study’s validity as multiple data 

sources were used to understand a single phenomenon. According to Bryman (2006), 

“quantitative and qualitative research have their own strengths and weaknesses so that combining 

them allows the researcher to offset their weaknesses to draw on the strengths of both” (p. 106). 

For that reason qualitative data was gathered first to obtain an in-depth understanding of media 

literacy assessment, followed by quantitative data to validate and extend these findings with a 

larger sample. 

Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) describe several validity threats to mixed method 

research and strategies to minimize these threats. For example, to prevent selecting inappropriate 

individuals for the qualitative and quantitative data collection phases, Creswell and Plano Clark 

(2011) recommend using a small purposeful sample in the first phase and a large sample in the 

second phase. A small purposeful sample was therefore used for the qualitative interviews (N = 

10) and a large sample for the quantitative survey (N = 171). In addition, different participants 
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should be used for each phase of data collection to prevent bias. The participants that were 

previously interviewed were therefore purposely not contacted to participate in the survey. 

Furthermore, interviewees and survey respondents were selected from the same population 

because the quantitative data builds on the qualitative data. Even though different participants 

were used in each phase, they were all media literacy scholars and professionals from all around 

the world.  

Moreover, Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) recommend using major themes for the 

quantitative follow-up, rather than weak qualitative results. For that reason, only ideas, concepts, 

and statements and that were mentioned by multiple interviewees were included in the survey. 

Another mixed method validity threat mentioned by Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) is the 

inclusion of qualitative data without a clear intent of its use. The intent of using the qualitative 

data was therefore clearly specified throughout the study. The qualitative data was used to 

develop a quantitative survey to validate and extend the qualitative findings with a larger sample.   

Other mixed methods validity threats mentioned by Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) 

relate to the interpretation of data, such as interpreting data in reverse sequence. In this study, 

qualitative data was interpreted first, followed by the interpretation of quantitative data, 

congruent with an exploratory sequential approach. Another error would be to compare the two 

data sets when they are intended to build on each other rather than merge (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011). The qualitative data was therefore interpreted separately from the quantitative data. 

The quantitative data served to validate and extend the qualitative findings, rather than to be 

compared with the qualitative findings. 
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Chapter 4 – Qualitative Findings 

To examine the status of media literacy assessment and related issues and challenges, 

qualitative methods were used to collect data through interviews with 10 media literacy 

professionals and scholars. This chapter is divided into four sections, each section providing an 

answer to one of the four research questions. The first section is about the outcomes the 

interviewees identified as important. The second section is about the ways the interviewees 

assess these outcomes. The third section shows the challenges identified with media literacy 

assessment and in the fourth section of this chapter the recommendations are offered by the 

interviewees regarding media literacy assessment. 

 Research Question 1: Media Literacy Outcomes 

Goal of Media Literacy Education 

Preparation and empowerment. The interviewees were asked about the overall goals 

and specific outcomes of media literacy education. Regarding the overall goal, almost all (9 out 

of 10 interviewees) mentioned the importance of preparing or empowering young people to 

successfully participate in contemporary society as informed and responsible citizens. Dr. Davis 

explained: “Because media and technology are so much a part of our society these days, to be 

successful in our society, you need to learn how to work with those things.” Dr. Hammond 

stated: “Media literacy competencies should enhance people’s quality of life in those three 

domains: at home, at work, and in being a citizen.” Similarly, Dr. Adams articulated that media 

literacy education should prepare students for what he categorized as “three of the lives that we 

lead as adults.” He explained:  

We lead personal lives, where we are in contact with one another, so for instance on 

Facebook, you might just be talking back and forth to friends and relatives, we have a 
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civic life, where we have to participate in democracy, be aware of public policy, be aware 

of which of our legislators is supporting which issues, and to write them emails or to 

protest or to visit their constituency office or to email them at their constituency office, so 

that’s our civic lives, and then we have our professional lives, where we use media—and 

almost everybody is using media constantly at a relatively sophisticated level—to 

conduct our career lives, and we need to be prepared and competent in all three of those 

areas. 

When teaching towards these goals, Dr. Sherman stated that it is important that it is a 

collaborative process between teachers and learners. She explained that “it grows out of Paulo 

Freire’s notion of education for democracy’s sake and really having education occur in the 

classroom as a joint exercise between the teacher and the student.” Many interviewees expressed 

that they try to go beyond being didactic and top-down dissemination of information. Dr. Smith 

stated that in her classes, she wants to move “beyond the sort of parroting that we really try to 

avoid, into students’ own active engagement and sort of unique interpretation.” Related to this 

active engagement is the notion of empowerment. Mr. Green explained for example that the goal 

of media literacy education or of any form of literacy is “to give people a sense of power in the 

world, a sense of agency . . . It’s about empowerment and about helping people feel like the 

stories that are in the world are comprehensible at a variety of levels.” Rather than teaching 

students to think about media in a certain way, most interviewees rather want their students to be 

critically autonomous. Dr. Smith noted: “We are striving for critical autonomy on the part of 

young people” and Dr. Lin stated: “the most important thing is to achieve critical autonomy, 

critical and reflexive autonomy.” 
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 Pleasure and confidence. In addition to preparation and empowerment, three of the 

interviewees also mentioned the importance of increasing students’ pleasure and confidence in 

media use, analysis, and production. Mr. Farrell explained that when students take a two year 

course with him, that his aim is that they get their qualification: and “that they’ve enjoyed what 

they’ve done and that they feel, in terms of the media, more confidence in the ways they might 

talk about it, write about it, and express themselves about it.” Mr. Green also emphasized 

pleasure and said: “I want people to have a strong desire to ask questions about all the messages 

that are coming in and [to take] a great pleasure in that.”  

Protectionism. While interviewees were asked what their main goal was, many 

interviewees explicitly mentioned which goal they do not target. The interviewees from Canada, 

the United Kingdom (UK), and Australia all mentioned that they do not believe in protecting 

people from harmful media effects and that they actively try to stay away from that. Two 

interviewees from the UK therefore both stated their preference to use the term media education 

over the term media literacy. Mr. Farrell explained: I have always seen media literacy as very 

much an American term that tended to mean protecting young people, so I have kind of always 

shied away from it.”  

Dr. Davis stated that there is still a big debate around whether to protect or prepare 

students in the United States, while that debate was already over thirty years ago in Australia. 

This statement made it apparent that there seem to be two camps, the prepare camp and the 

protection camp. He said that the vast majority is in the “prepare camp” in Queensland, 

Australia. Dr. Adams from Canada explained why he believes in preparing students rather than 

protecting them: 
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And you know that one of the things he [David Buckingham] has said is ‘preparation not 

protection.’ . . . And I think that’s pretty realistic, because at some point it’s like drinking, 

driving, and sex, we have to be prepared to do this on our own, responsibly. And we can’t 

just turn the corner, we can’t turn a birthday and say: Okay, now you’re ready. We have 

to rehearse. We have to understand, we have to develop, we have to make up our own 

minds and that comes with awareness and experimentation and rehearsal and failure and 

reflection and those things happen slowly, so, ‘preparation not protection’ is a pretty 

realistic motto to use, because of the fact that it does allow that gradual development, the 

same kind of thing that has happened to us in other skills and values areas in our lives. 

Similarly, Ms. Brown stated that she sees a protectionist approach as an easy option within 

media literacy education. She said it is easy to show bad things that go on in the media and how 

cynical media are. She explained: 

It’s like training dogs. You can train kids to say: ‘If the news is controlled by Fox, then 

we have to be very sort of wary of what they say and we’re not going to believe any of 

it.’ So you produce a kind of knee jerk cynicism in kids, that they know to bring out, they 

know how to perform that for the purposes of assessment, and you say: See media 

education, it has such fantastic effects. And you think, what a load of old rubbish. 

In these previous quotes, a clear opposition against the protection camp does become apparent, 

and is often targeted towards media literacy education in the United States. Interestingly, none of 

the four interviewees from the United States considered themselves as solely protectionist in 

their media literacy practices. Dr. Smith, a media literacy scholar in the United States conducting 

research on violence and gender, noted that she tries to strike a balance between preparation and 

protection.  
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I do think about media literacy as an intervention, and that sort of places me in a 

particular category as far as media literacy thinking goes and media literacy practice 

goes, but on the other hand I also am acutely aware of some of the limitations of only 

thinking of media literacy as an intervention and not also thinking of it as an opportunity 

for the empowerment of young people and the chance for young people to engage in self-

expression or creative participation through media making themselves. 

Later in the interview Dr. Smith also explained that she hopes that people will move beyond 

thinking in camps and to have more conversations across theoretical differences. She explained:  

I think there can be fruitful conversations across camps, so that people can maybe think 

that there might be some value in another orientation toward media literacy that they 

haven’t necessarily specifically been trained in themselves, but that might prove fruitful 

in their own interactions with young people around issues pertaining to media. 

Context Dependence 

In line with Dr. Smith, Dr. Maas from Belgium stated that there is not necessarily one 

right or wrong goal or direction for media literacy education. When being asked about the goal 

of media literacy education, Dr. Maas explained: “It’s a bit of a difficult question because it 

depends on where it is located, so I can’t say there is one goal, I can just say there are a lot of 

different people who feel that media education has specific goals.” He stated that different 

teachers can focus on different media in their teaching. The same is true for specific outcomes of 

media literacy education. When being asked about the specific outcomes of media literacy 

education, Mr. Farrell stated:  

It would depend on what we selected to look at, because when you read the specification 

for the course that I’ve run, there are a number of different optional routes through it. So 
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for example, you could go through the whole thing without looking at news. For 

example, you could concentrate more on fictional media and so on, and I think that’s fine, 

it depends what route you take. 

Similarly, specific outcomes also depend on the topic of instruction. For example, Dr. Smith 

noted that the outcomes sometimes depend on what the media literacy program is about. She 

explained: “I do work in violence and gender and bullying, other people do work in things like 

pertaining to health, whether it’s body image or there’s work on tobacco use, [and] alcohol use.” 

“But so I think, sometimes, what knowledge, what attitudes, what skills, maybe less so skills, but 

knowledge and attitudes are sometimes context specific when they’re measured media literacy 

efforts.” 

Specific Outcomes 

Even though some interviewees stated that the outcomes depend on the context in which 

they are taught, most were able to identify outcomes they regarded as important in their teaching 

or their research. 

Access to a wide variety of media texts. When the interviewees were asked about the 

outcomes of media literacy education (such as knowledge, skills, and attitudes), most 

interviewees noted the importance of having access to, an understanding of, and experience with 

a wide variety of media messages. Mr. Farrell hopes that his students will leave his class 

“perhaps and hopefully having experienced a wide array of media texts than they might 

otherwise have done, because you made stuff accessible to them in the classroom that they 

maybe wouldn’t have come across.” Ms. Brown similarly stated: “I think they should have a 

wide experience of media, different kinds of media, so not necessarily just the mainstream, that 

they are likely to have encountered a lot ever since they were babies.”  
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 Critically analyzing and evaluating media messages (critical thinking). To be able to 

critically analyze and evaluate media messages was one of the most often mentioned outcomes. 

The interviewees often related being able to critically analyze and evaluate media messages to 

critical thinking in general, as Dr. Hammond also stated explicitly: “Critical thinking lines up 

very nicely with the analysis dimensions of media literacy.” Dr. Lin noted: “You have to have 

critical thinking. I think that is the core of media literacy.” Similarly, Dr. Smith stated: “So 

critical in my view is analyzing something and assessing it and deconstructing it and 

understanding it fully and engaging in an open ended inquiry to try to develop those skills of 

application, comprehension, analysis, and sometimes even evaluation.” In addition, interviewees 

related this critical thinking or critically analyzing and evaluating of media messages often to 

developing an active habit of inquiry. This means that interviewees wanted students to actively 

ask questions about the media, not just in school settings, but also in non-school settings such as 

at home. Mr. Green explained:  

I want my students to have a habit, where they say, so who is sending that to me, how 

does that relate to what I feel in my heart, how does this relate to who I am? Do I trust 

this, and who is trying to get me to do what and think what? And what else might I think 

in relation to this? I want people to take that story and just kind of, go out from there, and 

ask lots and lots of questions. 

The active habit of inquiry appears to be an attitude that is not developed overnight. Dr. Smith 

explained: “The notion is that it should be an orientation that one develops toward the media in 

one’s life where one brings a kind of an active and I keep using critical lens when one is 

spending time with media.”  

When students critically analyze and evaluate media messages, interviewees also 
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mentioned that it is important for students to be open-minded, flexible, and empathetic in their 

thinking. Dr. Sherman explained: 

So if you value evidence, then you should be willing to change your mind on how you 

feel about something, given better evidence or you should be able to be convinced that 

you were maybe wrong, and be willing to say that, willing to question your own biases as 

well as the biases in other things that you see. 

Correspondingly, Mr. Farrell regarded it as important that his students would “actually become 

open to certain ways of thinking about things that they haven’t experienced before . . .  that they 

would just have a wider frame of reference and understand things a little bit differently.” 

 Communicating, producing or creating media messages. The ability to communicate, 

produce, or create media messages was mentioned by 9 out of 10 interviewees. Dr. Adams noted 

that in Ontario, Canada, it is important that students “create a variety of media texts for different 

purposes and audiences, using appropriate forms, conventions, and techniques.” Ms. Brown 

stated that students “should be having the opportunities to try things out creatively themselves” 

and Mr. Green stated that he would like his students to “be able to construct messages that tell 

their own story.” Mr. Farrell also expressed the desire for storytelling:  

I would want them to actually leave the course being able to tell a story through film 

making, at a kind of basic level, actually to make a text that kind of makes sense for 

audiences. So that would be one of the things I want to take a way as a result of 

something I’ve taught them.  

 Reflect. Another skill mentioned by five of the interviewees was reflection on either 

students’ own learning or on the influence of media in their lives. Regarding reflecting on 

students’ own learning, Dr. Adams stated that one of the main outcomes in Ontario is for 
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students to ”reflect on and identify their strengths as media interpreters and creators, areas for 

improvement, and the strategies they found most helpful in understanding and creating media 

texts.” Regarding reflecting on the influence of media in student’s lives, Dr. Lin mentioned that 

it is important for students to understand the relationship between media literacy and themselves. 

Dr. Sherman also explained the importance of reflecting on the influence of media in students’ 

lives:  

And I also think, really crucial . . .  is to be able to step outside of ourselves and reflect on 

how the media influence us, how we live in a mediated world and how we use media, 

how we are, kind of reflect on our ways of using media both in our personal lives and 

also in our academic lives. 

Research Question 2: Assessment 

Assessment Methods 

Use of multiple assessment instruments. Rather than using one assessment instrument, 

most interviewees stated that they used or recommended the use of multiple assessment 

instruments. For example, Dr. Lin teaches a university level media literacy course and uses four 

different types of assessment. In her class, students have to write a multimedia blog, keep a news 

journal, do a media monitoring exercises in which they critically evaluate media messages, and 

take a quiz which consists of both closed-ended and open-ended responses. Dr. Lin also conducts 

research at elementary schools in Hong Kong and also uses multiple assessment methods there: 

surveys, focus groups, and class observations. Dr. Adams similarly stated that he always 

suggests to teachers to use multiple assessment methods, such as observation, media learning 

blogs, and the use of exemplars. Dr. Davis also explained that multiple methods of assessment 
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are used in media studies courses in Queensland, Australia, which are all put together in a 

portfolio of work:  

In that portfolio of work, they have to present two pieces of what we call design work, 

which typically are film scripts and storyboards and that kind of stuff. Then they have to 

do two pieces of production work, and then they have to do two pieces of critique work. 

As most of the interviewees use several assessment methods, the majority assess both the 

learning process (such as student drafts, blogs, questioning or observations in class) and the 

product (such as assessing work students have created, exams, or essays they have completed). 

The assessment methods interviewees have used to assess the learning process will be described 

next, followed by the assessment methods they have used to assess the product of their learning.   

 Assessment of the process. Almost all interviewees mentioned that they assess or that 

their state, country, or individuals they work with assess the process of media literacy learning. 

The assessment method that was mentioned most often (by six interviewees) was classroom 

observation. Dr. Adams, who highly values assessing the process of learning media literacy, 

explained the importance of classroom observation and assessing the process:  

So it’s probably best if students either analyze or create media in the classroom rather 

than at home, because if they do it in the classroom they’re there for the teacher to 

observe. If they do it at home, they come in with a finished product and the teacher 

doesn’t know whether mom or dad or brother helped with that, and they get suspicious 

and they say: I can’t be sure that this is an authentic work and therefore I can’t be sure 

that this is authentic assessment. 

Classroom observation can take place in different ways. While Dr. Hammond mentioned the use 

of video documentation to keep a record of student learning, most interviewees observed their 
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students in person while teaching themselves or observing other teachers teach. When Ms. 

Brown explained how she observes the classroom, she expressed: “I’m listening to what they 

say; I’m maybe asking a question. I’m looking at the work they produce if they’re doing 

something written or working with a film. I’m looking at how they interact with each other.”  

 Another way of assessing the process mentioned by the interviewees was the creation of 

media (b)logs by students to keep track of the work they have been doing as they go through the 

process of analyzing or producing media messages. In addition, interviewees have used informal 

interactions, questioning in class, formal interviews, and focus groups to assess the process. They 

also provided formative feedback on student work, such as rough cuts, test shots, storyboards, or 

homework assignments. One interviewee also mentioned possible future use of (computer) 

tracking of student information to look at the process that learners use to search for information. 

 Assessment of the product. Most interviewees mentioned that they assess student 

learning by judging the product, often in addition to assessing the learning process. Several 

different methods were used by the interviewees or by their state or country to assess the 

product. Most of the time, students were given a performance-based assessment, such as a media 

analysis or media production assignment. Regarding media analysis, Dr. Sherman provides 

students with rich media documents and then asks questions about those documents. She 

explained that in one of these assignments they use a painting of first contact between European 

explorers and native people in the United States. She then asks students if they can identify from 

whose perspective and point of view the painting is made and what evidence they have for that. 

Dr. Smith explained that she often gives a media critique prompt to students before and after a 

media literacy session to see how they respond before and after the media literacy lesson.  

Regarding media production, Dr. Smith mentioned that she does a media making exercise every 
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time she meets with her sixth graders, such as short videos or public service announcements that 

students write on poster board.  

 Sometimes these performance-based assignments were bundled into a portfolio or a 

multimedia blog. For example, Dr. Lin’s students take pictures, create a video, write text pieces 

or comics and put them on a multimedia blog. These portfolios or blogs also often include some 

process-related elements, such as rough cuts or storyboards. For example, the portfolios of Dr. 

Davis’s students include three elements: design work, media critique work, and production work. 

Other methods that were used by the interviewees to assess the product were written quizzes and 

exams consisting of either open-ended essay questions or a combination of open-ended and 

close-ended items.  

Evaluating and Interpreting Students’ Work  

Based on the previous two sections, it is evident that the interviewees used a variety of 

assessment methods. While students’ performance could be scored using an answer key when 

using multiple choice items, the interviewees generally had to find ways to interpret and evaluate 

student work in more subjective ways. Some interviewees mentioned that they interpret student 

work against existing criteria that they developed. Compared to outcomes, these criteria are more 

specific and related to specific performances that can be measured. Dr. Adams calls these 

success criteria and stated that one can present these either as a list or a rubric. Dr. Davis stated 

that students in his state taking a secondary film and TV course receive a task sheet with clear 

instructions on what they will be assessed, in addition to being provided with a rubric. About half 

of the interviewees mentioned that they developed or used rubrics to evaluate students’ work. 

The rubrics ranged from being rather loose to very specific. In these rubrics, students are often 

assessed on certain knowledge, skills, and attitudes, such as having an understanding of media 
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concepts, demonstrating ability to conduct detailed analysis of media messages, and being able 

to creatively produce media products. Dr. Davis, who uses rubrics to assess key concepts, 

provided an example of what an item in their rubric looks like:  

If we were to ask a student to write a script that demonstrates knowledge of languages 

and audiences, in the rubric it would probably say something like, for an A standard the 

student has written a highly sophisticated screenplay that shows knowledge of genre, 

convention, and the codes of filmic language. 

Rather than looking for specific answers or right and wrong responses in the rubric, the 

interviewees mainly used the rubrics to assess sophisticated and higher levels of thinking. Dr. 

Hammond stated she is looking for good reasoning and complicated expression. 

Correspondingly, Dr. Sherman explained:  

It’s more about the depth of your analysis than that I agree with you or that you came to 

the same conclusion I came to. It’s more what’s your evidence, tell me about what made 

you come to that conclusion. 

She noted that “people may have different answers. So the answers will be diverse and often 

complicated so you’re really looking for rubrics that will get at the sophistication and not the 

correctness.” Dr. Davis similarly explained:  

At the end of the day, to me, that kind of critical work is not about arriving at a correct 

answer, that critical work is about developing the capacity to do research, it’s about 

developing the capacity to create an argument or to defend an argument, it’s about 

developing the capacity to read conflicting or different perspectives and then to arrive at 

your own perspective.  

In addition to the use of rubrics, some interviewees mentioned the use of exemplars to help 
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distinguish between different levels of quality in students’ production work. These exemplars 

consist of products created by students at their own grade level, so they are age and 

developmentally appropriate. Incoming student work will then be judged against the existing 

exemplars. Dr. Adams and Mr. Farrell have both developed an exemplar collection that teachers 

can use as a benchmark. 

 Dr. Hammond also developed something similar to an exemplar collection related to 

media analysis work. Dr. Hammond used a performance-based assessment in which students 

watch a three minute news segment and then answer seven media analysis related questions. She 

stated that her research team took about 10 percent of the answers and looked at them holistically 

(not by item, but by the whole response). Based on these answers, the team divided them into 

four categories, ranging from excellent to poor. She explained: “That gives us an exemplar, so 

we create a coding sheet that essentially says, excellent answers often look like this, they often 

have these features.” Coders then had to make a judgment in which category the other students’ 

answers would fall. Dr. Hammond stated that the team had to go through the same process of 

analyzing a sample of answers depending on the population she was working with. Dr. Smith 

also created categories based on her students’ work, but rather than developing themes and 

categories from a sample of student work, she used constant comparison and grounded theory to 

analyze and make sense of all open-ended responses, looking for categories and themes to 

emerge, and to, in Dr. Smith’s words “let the students’ responses categorize themselves.”  

 Another method Dr. Smith used to interpret students’ responses that was also used by Mr. 

Green was to organize students’ responses according to Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom et al., 1956). 

Dr. Smith stated she used the Bloom’s taxonomy to come up with labels, such as: 
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This student’s response is an example of evaluation. That’s one of the higher order bits of 

learning, because, it involves not just understanding something . . . and think of that as a 

fairly high level of engagement with the question and a pretty good indication of 

learning.  

Mr. Green also used Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom et al., 1956), but rather than evaluating students’ 

answers, he evaluated the questions that students generated. He stated that “loosely, for lower 

level thinking skills questions the answer is in the text. For higher level thinking skills questions, 

“the answer is in the human. The human that is answering has to do the work.” Mr. Green is 

looking for questions that would require people to look inside themselves, rather than for 

answers in the text. He explained: 

So, I’m looking for questions that require people to look inside themselves. Not what 

character was wearing a red dress, but why might a film maker have chosen to put that 

character in a red dress. And had that filmmaker chosen a different color, how might it 

have changed the scene? See, there’s no answer to these questions. So those are questions 

that I can tell are on to something. 

For more process-related assessments, interviewees often informally judged what 

happened in the classroom. When being asked what they looked for when observing students, 

interviewees often stated that they do not only look for specific skills, but that they also look at 

the broader social context. For example, Dr. Hammond stated that she looks at the overall 

context and classroom dynamics, and explained that when she observes other teachers, she looks 

at the interplay between the context, the teacher, and the learner. Mr. Green stated that he is 

constantly asking himself whether he and his students are building a community and a shared 

pleasure in opening up things for debate and a shared pleasure in shades of grey. Mr. Farrell 
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stated that students in media classes in England even get credit for their ability to work in a 

group, the media course being one of the only subjects in the country that assesses group work. 

Ms. Brown also stated that she is looking at the dynamic between the children, the teachers, and 

who is involved. She gives an example of the interactions of a group of children she observed 

working on a documentary: 

You could hear them using the language that you communally understand and [you could 

hear] them wrestling with a problem: “But how can we get it down to eight seconds? 

Okay, how about we go back to it?” There’s an informed kind of professional dialogue 

going on there and you think: God, these kids are really good. They really know what 

they’re doing. They really got the problem and they’re engaging with it, and then you 

look at how they solve that problem and you think: Yeah, they already had learned a lot, 

they learned the language that made it possible for them to exchange that information and 

to work relatively quickly, but then you saw them encountering a new problem and 

dealing with it and solving it in a creative way. 

Research Question 3: Assessment Challenges 

Lack of Research and Agreement on How to Assess Media Literacy 

 One of the challenges regarding media literacy from a research perspective is a lack of 

research about the topic. Dr. Maas stated that that media literacy is not a very strongly developed 

field, in general: “It’s like it’s a hot topic but there isn’t that much empirical research. So it’s not 

that you can use some strong measurements which are accepted by a big community.” Dr. Maas 

explained further:  

So that’s definitely a challenge, that you don’t have any consensus or sort of shared views 

on good measurement tools and I think if you look at other fields within psychology you 
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definitely have fields where there is some kind of agreement on how you should measure 

certain things. So that’s a big problem. 

Dr. Lin stated that to make media literacy a scientific academic discipline “we need to have a 

very concrete research method, research theory, and assessment standards. And we need a 

common view about what media literacy means, how it can be assessed.” She stated that there is 

currently not a common standard or systematic way to assess media literacy. This statement 

seems related to a more general question about media literacy assessment that Dr. Smith pointed 

out. She stated:  

So I think one of the challenges of media literacy scholarship is to ask ourselves: Is there 

a global media literacy?  Does context specific knowledge help build toward a greater 

understanding of media that can occur regardless of the context in which we’re applying 

it? Or is it kind of bound a little bit by these major topics? And that I’m not sure, most of 

my own work has been bound by a particular topic. I’m not among the brave souls 

who’ve tried to say: These, whatever 20 items on a survey measure media literacy, 

regardless of what you’re talking about.  

While some media literacy scholars have attempted to develop a single media literacy 

instrument, most of the interviewees mentioned that media literacy assessment is a context-

dependent endeavor. Dr. Lin explained that media use is very culturally specific, and that media 

literacy in the United States therefore means something different than media literacy in Mainland 

China, and that different age levels also require different assessments. Dr. Hammond similarly 

stated that she could not use the same coding scheme that she developed in a private school when 

she would do work with a largely African-American minority community. She explained: “We 

looked at them within their reference group, because you can’t really compare the children of 
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Google executives to the children of factory workers on some kind of universal scale, that’s just 

not fair.” Dr. Smith similarly noted that whether her research team assesses media literacy 

education quantitatively or qualitatively is shaped by the context rather than their own ideas. For 

example, when she has a small number of students, they tend to assess them qualitatively, while 

if it is a large number, they tend to use mixed methods.  

Defining and Agreeing on Clear Assessment Criteria 

 A challenge related to the lack of research and agreement on assessment methods is the 

struggle to define what counts as valid practice and knowledge. Mr. Farrell explained:  

You can look at some of those videos that kids make and I can say: Wow that’s fantastic, 

that’s really sharp editing, but then somebody else might say: Yea but what do they 

actually learn from that? And argue, they may say what people have said to me: Aren’t 

you just valuing how far they can mimic an industry product? 

Dr. Davis similarly stated that notions such as creativity are very hard to pin down. He 

explained:  

High school kids love making horror films. So when they make that horror film, if they 

follow the codes and conventions perfectly, and make a really terrific horror film, you 

could ask the question, well what have they really demonstrated there? Have they 

demonstrated creativity because they simply followed someone else’s sort of template for 

a horror film? Or within following the template, have they shown some genuine creativity 

and ability and skill, and brought their own kind of sensibility and aesthetics to that. 

They’re not easy questions to answer really. 

Even when trying to clearly define assessment criteria in rubrics, Mr. Farrell stated that it is still 

very relative and open to teachers’ interpretation how they then assess student work. He stated: 
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“Even within that, it’s very very difficult, because there are criteria in there that say things like: 

excellent understanding or proficient or minimal and each of those things is only relative.” 

Interrater Reliability 

 Because some theoretical and philosophical concepts such as creativity may be up for 

debate, different teachers often interpret these concepts differently, based on their own 

background and beliefs. Dr. Davis stated that teachers’ philosophy of media literacy relates to 

how they make judgments. A teacher with a more protectionist stance may evaluate students’ 

answers differently than someone with a more progressive stance. Mr. Farrell also explained that 

teachers and examiners often take their own perspective to media literacy education, and that 

their philosophical orientation may then sometimes determine the way they interpret student 

work:   

I think if you come to a sort of Len Masterman kind of way saying: I want them to 

unmask dominant ideology or something, then you end up kind of looking for that, and if 

you don’t see that in the work, then you think the work is worth less. Not worthless, but 

worth less than another piece of work. And I think that’s quite difficult, to try to kind of 

be reflexive about those things and to sort of shake that off and to say: Okay, I got to put 

aside my own personal preferences and say well: What are our criteria here and how are 

they meeting them? 

When teachers interpret students’ work differently and do not agree on what counts as quality 

work, researchers would say that the interrater reliability is therefore low. Both Mr. Farrell and 

Dr. Davis serve on examination boards in their respective countries. They both stated that a 

lower interrater reliability seems to happen more in evaluating media production work rather 

than media analysis work. Mr. Farrell stated that his team changed grades in about half of the 
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work, even though it was a relatively small change in many of the cases. However, he also stated 

that “you do get a certain proportion, probably about 10% of schools where the changes are 

massive, like 25% of the mark or more and that’s a real problem because you just see they don’t 

understand the standard at all.” Dr. Hammond whose team assessed media analysis work said 

that interrater reliability was sometimes also a problem in her research that required coding, but 

that it was not the case in more than 10% of the cases.  

Difficult to Quantify Media Literacy Learning    

 Dr. Sherman expressed that the field of media literacy needs to find a way to show that 

media literacy education works:  

If we can’t figure out how to assess this and really start racking up a body of research that 

shows that it works, then again, I think we’re lost. I think that in today’s world in 

particular, assessment is the name of the game.  

Ms. Brown similarly stated that politically, one has to produce evidence that students have 

learned something. However, she explained that “producing evidence that makes sense to other 

people who probably don’t necessarily know anything about what you’re trying to do, and may 

be very skeptical about it is really really hard.” Dr. Lin also stated that media literacy learning is 

very hard to quantify. Using more quantitative and standardized assessments to achieve this has 

not worked well for some interviewees. Mr. Farrell stated that only certain types of skills get 

assessed in standardized tests and exams: Mr. Farrell stated:  

And actually my experience of many years of actually assessing of both coursework and 

exams, I feel that exams end up just benefiting a very small proportion of kids who can 

kind of jump through the right hoops in a way. . . . They’ll memorize what they need to 

memorize and they’ll then knock it out. 
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One issue with more formal exams, according to the interviewees, is that they would often only 

allow for one correct answer or an answer that can be computer scored. Integral to media 

literacy, however, is the notion that a variety of responses may be correct. Dr. Smith stated that 

“sometimes the answer is: ‘it depends’. And the most media literate answer in my opinion would 

be: It’s not entirely right or entirely wrong but somewhere in the middle. And that’s why 

sometimes the quantitative items can be tricky.” 

Dr. Sherman also explained: 

And the main challenge I see is that since it really is a pedagogy and not a content area, 

that we’re not assessing what vocabulary do you know particularly. And therefore it 

doesn’t lend itself to convergent questions like multiple choice questions or, in fact, 

fundamental to media literacy is that different people may interpret the same message 

differently. So you could all have right answers that are all different. So it doesn’t map 

onto our standard way of assessing things, where everybody comes to the same answer, 

and so therefore I think that’s a bit of a challenge.  

Dr. Sherman stated that lower order thinking skills can be assessed pretty carefully using more 

quantitative assessments, but that she never found a quantitative scale of instrument that 

measures higher order media literacy skills effectively. Dr. Hammond similarly stated that she is 

not very interested in multiple choice or fill in the bubble assessments as she believes they 

measure lower order skills, such as recognition, rather than higher levels of thinking.  

Lack of Control Over Assessment 

 Even though most interviewees stated that they would like to avoid certain types of 

assessments, such as standardized tests and formal exams, another challenge that the 

interviewees encountered is that they are often limited in their choice of assessment due to 
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standards and regulations developed by institutions such as the Ministry of (Public) Education or 

Department of Education. Mr. Farrell stated that when writing a specification for media studies, 

he always has to work within the rules that are set out by the Ministry of Education. For 

example, he is required to include timed written exams in the assessment specification of the 

secondary media studies course. He expressed frustration with the new education minister in the 

UK. He explained:  

He’s changing a lot of things and so much of it goes completely against the way media 

educators think. And one of the things he’s trying to cut out altogether is coursework. So 

everything will be based on terminal exams, which I think, if that happens with media, it 

would completely ruin the experience for students, for so many students get so much out 

of all of the elements of the production work.  

He stated that it is a fault of the system that it has become too oriented towards results, exams, 

and having very particular skills. Ms. Brown also expressed her frustration with the government 

in the UK. She stated that:   

They have their own agenda about what should be learned. They’re interested in how 

kids get to learn that stuff and how can they get in the sort of the PISA studies, how can 

we make our country come top of the table, international competitors and all this kind of 

rubbish, and really, you say, the kids are doing really well in media education and they 

say: Yes, so what? You know, who cares? I don’t. 

Dr. Hammond also expressed her frustrations with the educational system in the United States. 

She stated: “One of the reasons we’re afraid of assessment is that in the US, hyper-

individualization of assessment has led to this really awful situation in our education system, 

where teachers, where everything depends on the score that the child gets.” Dr. Hammond stated 
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that she is personally much more interested in a more contextual and situational assessment of 

media literacy. Dr. Smith also expressed her concerns with high-stakes testing. She stated that 

the typical school day is very focused on teaching to the test and mandated high-stakes testing, 

which leaves little room for media literacy education in the schools, which is currently not 

included in these assessments. She stated that:  

There is a lot of teaching to the test and high-stakes testing that people have to worry 

about and so the school day is crowded with a lot of test preparation and this sort of thing 

[media literacy education] is not typically that germane to the test and so it’s thought of 

as maybe an extra that people don’t have the luxury of including in the day to day 

schedule.   

Moving Beyond Assessing Lower Order Thinking and Content Knowledge 

 While the interviewees find it important to move beyond the assessment of lower order 

thinking skills to the assessment of higher order thinking skills, interviewees do sometimes find 

this difficult. In addition to rules and regulations that prevent interviewees from moving beyond 

assessing lower order thinking skills, interviewees stated that pedagogically, it is sometimes not 

easy either. Dr. Lin stated that students often mimic each other in her media monitoring exercise. 

She stated that after one group has presented their analysis, the second and third group will often 

follow the example of the first group. This keeps the students performing only at lower level 

thinking. Similarly, Mr. Farrell explained that when he assesses an essay exam he initially thinks 

that the students can understand and analyze a text really well “but actually then you read 10 

more essays which are pretty identical and you realized all they’ve actually done is remember or 

learn what the teacher has told them.” Sometimes a lack of teacher training seemed to be the 

problem as well. Ms. Brown explained that when she observed classrooms, she would sometimes 
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notice that when children went off on a tangent, asking a really interesting, yet difficult question, 

that teachers were often not prepared for it and would not know how to answer it. In addition, 

Dr. Davis stated that it was hard for teachers to understand how they might assess media literacy 

learning: 

We had a year four class where they made a film about a scientific process and it was a 

big task to get the teachers to move beyond just assessing the students’ understanding of 

the scientific process and to get them to understand how they could assess the students’ 

ability to shoot the shots well, to edit it together well, to record a voice over effectively 

and so on.  

Ms. Brown similarly stated that she tried to have English teachers assess children’s media 

learning. Rather than assessing media learning they would assess content knowledge instead. She 

explained: “They were always saying: Well media education is really really useful for improving 

kids’ attainment in English. I said, but we don’t want to know that. We know that happens, but 

what does their media learning look like?” Without proper teaching training and assessment 

models, media teachers will only focus on very basic use of media in their class and very basic 

assessment techniques, Ms. Brown explained.  

Quality Assessments are Expensive and Time Consuming  

 Some interviewees stated that media literacy assessments that would capture media 

literacy learning such as higher order thinking skills is possible, but that it is simply time 

consuming, expensive, or too complex a task to develop and to use in classrooms. Dr. Sherman 

stated that media literacy learning of young children cannot easily be assessed, which makes it 

time consuming: “When we assess our stuff with 5-6-7 year olds, it means it has to be an 

individual interview and therefore it’s going to take more time to assess.” Dr. Lin, who uses 



                112 

 

multiple assessment methods stated: “I have 41 students in my class. So it takes me a lot of time 

to go through the examination papers and the assignments each time.” Ms. Brown also 

mentioned it is a management challenge. She noted that there are always too many children that 

need to be assessed, which therefore makes the assessment a blunt tool. She stated: “If you could 

just spend the whole time doing classroom observation all year long, let somebody else do the 

teaching, that would be fascinating and amazing, but who’s going to pay for that?” 

Correspondingly, Dr. Hammond stated that her performance-based measure is a powerful tool to 

assess media literacy learning. However, she also explained that it does have disadvantages: 

“What I don’t like about that measure is that it’s really a time consuming measure because it has 

to be hand-coded and you have to have interrater reliability, you have to train coders. It’s a very 

expensive measure.” She therefore concluded that the real challenge is: “how to develop a cost 

effective and efficient measure of media literacy without oversimplifying or trivializing the 

robust competencies that we’re trying to measure.” 

Contradiction Between Control Inherent in Assessment and Critical Autonomy 

According to Dr. Maas, there are different approaches to media literacy and there are 

scholars who may be very skeptical towards the idea of assessment for theoretical and political 

reasons. He explained: “If you address questions such as assessment, I think it’s important to 

realize that by itself assessment is quite, sort of, it’s not a neutral thing to say, ‘we’re going to 

assess this.’” One of the issues that was brought up by some of the interviewees was that the 

control that assessment often automatically brings to the table often contradicts with the critical 

autonomy that interviewees want to develop in their learners. For example, Ms. Brown stated 

that she very strongly believes in personalized learning and that people should be able to set their 

own learning goals and assess these goals with the help of others, while politically one often has 
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to state general learning outcomes. She explained that written examinations or portfolios always 

create a situation in which people are teaching towards specific outcomes. She mentioned that “it 

cuts out the possibility that children’s learning might take a different route.” Similarly, Mr. 

Green stated that rubrics sometimes also control what students have to learn: “The rubric ends up 

dictating what they do, it becomes another way to steer them, and so, in fact, in some ways 

reinforces this idea that there’s this outside power over them which is exactly like what I want to 

get away from.”   

 One of the goals of media literacy education mentioned earlier by the interviewees was to 

give people a sense of power or agency in the world. However, when teaching towards specific 

outcomes, this somehow moves power from the student to the teacher. The challenge is to find a 

balance between the control of the assessment and the sense of power and agency that 

interviewees want to give students.  Dr. Smith also talked about this seeming contradiction 

between critical autonomy and control of assessment as she stated: “I think that the trickiness is 

then how to avoid being dogmatic and how to truly promote kind of active learning at the same 

time that you’re hoping that there would be sort of a deeper understanding.” Mr. Green 

encountered the same contradiction and explained: 

My issues with assessment are connected to a paradox in my teaching in general. I want 

students to take control of their learning, to actively create their own narratives. So, I set 

up situations in which I try to promote this free thinking, and I ascribe value to such 

thinking. In so doing, however, I am stealing power for myself and shaping what they do; 

that is, I am establishing that certain ways of thinking and being (open-minded, comfort 

with shades of grey) are being better than other ways of thinking and being (absolutist, 

black and white). It's the age old question: how do we oppose prejudice without 
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exhibiting prejudice against people who are prejudiced? In teaching, how do we assess 

how open-minded someone is without ourselves being closed-minded about close-

mindedness? 

Mr. Green values students’ own narratives and conversations with students. While he is actively 

trying to shape and steer the story, he does not actually want to define the story, as assessment 

may do. In that sense, assessment can get in the way of storytelling by prescribing the story, and 

not naturally letting it evolve, similarly to how Ms. Brown wants to leave the classroom open for 

other learning routes. In Mr. Green’s words: “students’ narrative is a tender plant, and we need to 

be careful. Sometimes in an attempt to measure this plant, we break it. Or so it feels to me, 

clumsy as I am at measuring.”  

Research Question 4: Recommendations 

 The interviewees offered several recommendations to overcome assessment challenges, 

which will be described next.  

Use a Variety of Assessment Methods 

The majority of the interviewees mentioned that they can more validly and reliably assess 

their outcomes by using a variety of assessment methods, rather than using a single assessment 

instrument. Dr. Lin stated that she used four different assessment methods for her college class 

and three assessment methods in her research on media literacy with elementary students. 

Similarly, Dr. Adams stated when showing exemplars to students, assessing them during the 

learning process with appropriate questions, and having students reflect on their learning using a 

journal “you’re almost triangulating, which means you’re going to get a very valid measure of 

student learning.” Mr. Farrell mentioned that he believes it is important for students to develop a 

wide range of skills. Therefore, he stated that one of his aims is to ensure that there will be a 
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broad range of different assessment instruments to measure these skills: “So there’s some written 

stuff, but there’s also some production stuff. There’s some stuff to be done individually but 

there’s some stuff to be done in groups and so on so that you can give the opportunity for a range 

of different skills to be assessed.” That way everyone gets a chance to excel in different aspects, 

Mr. Farrell stated.  

 Dr. Smith and Dr. Maas, who both look at assessment from a research perspective, 

recommended using both qualitative and quantitative approaches when trying to assess media 

literacy education. Dr. Maas stated that it is not too hard to combine these approaches but that it 

does not happen often. Dr. Smith stated that:  

There’s something very forceful in our society about quantitative claims and statistical 

analysis and I think policy makers want to know something definitive and sometimes our 

quantitative claims can seem more definitive to policy makers. . . . On the other hand, the 

qualitative data are very rich in terms of providing insights into how students are 

processing the questions that you pose and their responses and relationships to media. 

Dr. Smith stated that quantitative and qualitative data work well together and when combining 

them “you could maybe say something fairly profound about the phenomenon.” 

Be Clear and Upfront about Criteria and Outcomes 

 Multiple interviewees expressed the importance of being clear and upfront about criteria 

and outcomes. Dr. Davis stated that “it’s very important that the task that the teacher sets to 

students is very clear about which key concepts are being assessed and how they’re being 

assessed.” This is sometimes not easy when assessing concepts such as imagination or creativity. 

Dr. Davis stated that it is important to define these terms:  



                116 

 

If you want students to show creativity, you’re expected to show how they’ve been 

creative through using the camera or through using the filmic language and conventions 

and so on rather than just saying, well the student’s been really imaginative, 

sophisticated, and creative, which doesn’t really say anything. 

Dr. Davis and Mr. Farrell both stated that it is not fair for the student to set a task without 

guidance on how they will be assessed, such as information about the type of film they should 

make and what aspects of their response they should emphasize. It is therefore not only 

important for the researcher or teacher to be clear about criteria, it is also important to 

communicate this to the students. Dr. Sherman explained that students need to know what is 

expected of them. She explained: 

One of the first things I ask college students is: How many of you have been told you 

should engage in critical thinking? And everybody raises their hand and then I say: So 

what does that mean? And nobody raises their hand. Nobody has any idea what critical 

thinking means. So I think that if we expect kids to engage in critical thinking, we then 

well better tell them what we mean by that. 

Dr. Davis stated that teachers are encouraged to talk students through the rubric when setting a 

task, highlighting certain parts and discussing it together. Both Dr. Davis and Mr. Farrell stated 

that especially production work can be valued by people in slightly different ways, and that it is 

therefore important to explicitly define what to look for when assessing the piece. Mr. Farrell 

stated that it is sometimes difficult to distinguish between ‘excellent’ and ‘proficient’, as these 

terms are relative, and they therefore recommended the use of exemplars to make the different 

levels of proficiency more visible. Dr. Adams and Mr. Farrell have both developed exemplar 

collections online. These exemplar collections feature work that is created by students at their 
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own grade level and can therefore be used as a benchmark to judge incoming work against. Dr. 

Adams recommended that teachers build their own exemplar collections, not just for themselves 

but also to show to students so they have a sense of what they’re supposed to accomplish. Mr. 

Farrell would give a list of assessment criteria to students and then show them some of the 

exemplars and ask them to look at the criteria and grade the videos based on these criteria, just as 

the teacher would do for their work. While Mr. Farrell recommended showing all levels of work 

to students, Dr. Adams recommended showing average work (work that would approximately 

get a 70% evaluation), so students will not get discouraged and so the work is hopefully within 

the proximal zone of development of learning for most students.  

 Even when clear criteria have been developed, some interviewees regarded it as a 

challenge that a teacher’s philosophies and orientations would often influence the way they 

interpret student work, leading to lower interrater reliability. Mr. Farrell therefore recommended 

that people who assess media literacy should try to be reflexive and aware of their own 

preferences. Even though he stated it is not easy to put aside personal preferences, he believed 

that the key thing is to be able to be aware of these preferences and to look carefully at what the 

actual standards and criteria are and how they are being met. Mr. Farrell is also on a broader 

examination board that assesses exams of high school students and found that having discussions 

and dialogues with the other examiners also helped everyone to be more clear about the 

standards. 

Be Comfortable With Broad Levels of Achievement 

Even though some interviewees recommend being very clear and upfront about criteria 

and outcomes, interviewees also acknowledged that it is often not possible to be too precise 

when attaching a grade to student performance, as Dr. Davis explained:  
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One of my solutions is to not expect to be too precise, to be comfortable and happy 

enough with this idea that assessment is about broad levels of achievement, particularly 

when we’re talking about what ultimately are philosophical concepts and what relates to 

creative practice. 

Therefore, he stated that in Queensland “we’re willing to accept that within that A range there’ll 

be students who, some of whom are extraordinary and some of whom are doing just pretty good 

work. And we’re willing to live with that.” Similarly, Dr. Maas stated that sometimes all you can 

get is an approximation, and that that is acceptable. Mr. Farrell similarly stated that each grade in 

the UK has at least a 40 point spread. As a chief examiner he has to make sure other teachers 

have graded student work correctly. He explained that because each mark has 40 point spread, it 

allows teachers to be a bit inaccurate on several papers but still end up in the right range. He 

explained:  

So, we’ll try to get people more accurate, but there is kind of room for even if things 

aren’t quite right, that actually they’ll end up in the right grade. That does sound 

extremely sloppy but it is the truth, I think in the end. 

Dr. Davis explained that in education people often search for correct answers, while schools, 

teaching, learning, and assessment are messy practices, and that in the end all they can do is 

approximate what has been learned. He therefore recommended that broad categorizations (such 

as A through F) are more realistic than trying to accurately tell a student who scored 80 from a 

student who scored 83. He explained: “I think within debates around assessment and so on there 

are many people who have now agreed that it’s very difficult to be that precise when we are 

assessing student responses.” 
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Look for Depth and Sophistication Rather Than Correctness 

When interviewees explained how they interpret student work, they noted that rather than 

looking for correct answers, they look for good reasoning and complicated expression (Dr. 

Hammond), depth of analysis and sophistication (Dr. Sherman), or depth of thought (Mr. Green). 

The interviewees have different recommendations on how to evaluate these outcomes. Dr. Smith 

stated that it is important to keep an open mind about students’ responses and to have space in 

your assessment instrument for answers that may not fit with what you expect, but answers that 

do show students’ own active engagement and unique interpretations. She explained:  

Sometimes they [students] would actually use a topic that we came up with and turn it on 

his head and use it in a very unique way, and then we would categorize a response like 

that differently, because it kind of went above and beyond what was contained in the 

lesson plan and involved some kind of, the students really taking that and engaging 

themselves in further understanding or even a totally different understanding of that 

concept.  

To avoid looking for correct responses, many interviewees also recommended assessing the 

learning process, usually in addition to the product, so they would be able to see students’ 

thought processes. Dr. Davis stated that in the work leading up to a written response:  

I would expect to see evidence of research, of the student working through an internal 

debate or dialogue about the issue and then writing about it in a nuanced way that shows 

the knowledge and understanding of the overall debate rather than believing one thing or 

another. 

Dr. Adams stated that “the process is the product in media education” and to make students’ 

thinking processes visible, he recommended the use of a media log or a journal so students can 
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write about their process of learning and their reflections. Dr. Adams also recommended 

classroom observations and in-class questioning to make students’ thought processes more 

visible. He therefore proposed having students develop their products in class rather than at 

home, so teachers can better observe student learning. Even when assessing students’ products, 

interviewees such as Dr. Sherman and Dr. Davis recommended the use of rubrics to evaluate 

students on the depth, sophistication, complexity in their responses. 

More Research and Collaboration 

As was mentioned in the section on challenges of media literacy assessment, many of the 

interviewees explained that there has not been enough research on media literacy assessment. 

Many interviewees noted that that more studies on media literacy assessment are therefore 

needed. Dr. Adams explained:   

Assessment is definitely the weakest part of media education. It’s easy to put a device 

into a student’s hands and say: Go make a recording of some kind. It’s easy to show a 

student a video, a website, an advertisement, and say, think about this and analyze it. But 

the hard part is to make sure that that student at that age with that learning is 

demonstrating appropriate skills, so I think it’s good that you’re doing this. 

Dr. Maas stated that the available measurements for media literacy are rather weak. He stated 

that work on media literacy assessment, such as piloting new measurement is therefore 

important. Even though he stated that it is a difficult area to work on and that media literacy 

assessment is only in its infancy, he also believes that it is a very important area. Mr. Green, who 

is a media literacy teacher, stated that if someone would develop more efficient assessment 

methods, such as an easy way to evaluate students’ responses or questions after they watch a 

certain video, he would find that very useful.  
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Dr. Smith noted that there is still a lot of work needed on media literacy assessment. She 

explained that “longitudinal research is sorely missing from any kind of media literacy research 

that’s out there and so that’s something we really need as a field.” She explained that it is unclear 

how long any behavioral effects of media literacy education last and that it is unclear whether 

media literacy skills transfer across subject areas. She also believes that media literacy 

researchers need to engage more closely in what the expectations about outcomes are. Dr. Smith 

also stated that people often tend to work in certain camps and that she recommended that 

researchers could have fruitful conversations across camps. She explained: 

So I’d like to see more conversations across theoretical differences across education and 

communication, and psychology, and public health, and other arenas where people are 

doing this sort of work, because our disciplines also frame the ways we ask these 

questions and the sort of data we receive. So I do think we need sort of a meta-

conversation so that we can really advance the literature. 
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Chapter 5 – Quantitative Findings 

Description of Respondents 

 The survey was completed by 133 respondents and partially completed by 38 

respondents. A total of 171 responses are therefore included in this analysis (N = 171). The 

partial responses included in this study contain both demographic information and full responses 

to at least one of the four research questions. Respondents answering less than one complete 

research question were excluded from the study. The number of responses varies per question for 

two reasons. First, certain questions were only displayed to respondents who chose a specific 

answer to a previous question. Second, the 38 respondents who only partially completed the 

survey closed the survey at some point during their answering process.    

Country of Residence 

A total of 166 respondents reported their country of residence. These respondents are 

from 37 countries in five continents, as can be seen in Table 8.  

Table 8 

Respondents per Country (n = 166) 

Africa (n = 3) Americas (n = 44) Asia (n = 10) Europe (n = 82) Oceania (n = 27) 

Gambia 1 Bahamas 1 China 1 Austria 1 Australia 23 

Nigeria 1 Brazil 2 Indonesia 1 Belgium 4 New Zealand 4 

South Africa 1 Canada 2 Israel 1 Bulgaria 2   

  United States 39 Russian Federation 1 Croatia 5   

    Singapore 1 Czech Republic 1   

    Thailand 2 Finland 11   

    Turkey 3 France 1   

      Germany 4   

      Greece 4   

      Ireland 1   

      Italy 5   

      Lithuania 1   

      Malta 2   

      Netherlands 12   

      Norway 3   

      Poland 2   

      Slovakia 5   

      Spain 1   

      Sweden 5   

      Switzerland 1   

      United Kingdom 11   
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The countries with the most respondents are the United States (n = 39), Australia (n = 23), the 

Netherlands (n = 12), Finland (n = 11), and the United Kingdom (n = 11). 

Media Literacy Role 

 Respondents reported their role in media literacy education, with the option of choosing 

multiple roles. Out of 167 respondents answering this question, 103 are involved in media 

literacy as a teacher, 87 as a researcher, 79 as a developer of media literacy materials, and 46 

reported having another role in media literacy education. A total of 56.3% of the respondents 

reported having more than one role in media literacy education.  

 On average, respondents who teach had 14.33 years of experience (SD = 11.00). 

Respondents who conduct research had an average of 10.80 years of experience (SD = 8.36), and 

developers of media literacy materials had an average of 10.54 years of experience (SD = 8.88). 

As can be noted by the high standard deviations and by looking at Figure 3, there was a wide 

range in the amount of experience that respondents had in their work related to media literacy. 

 
Figure 3. Amount of respondents with experience for each media literacy role 
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Target Populations 

Media literacy scholars and professionals often focus their work on particular target 

groups. Respondents were therefore asked which populations they work with. Respondents had 

the option of choosing multiple roles, which 72.4% of the respondents did. A total of 170 

respondents answered this question and their responses can be seen in Figure 4. 

 
Figure 4: Number of respondents working with specific target populations 

The respondents worked most often with high school students (n = 113), undergraduate college 

students (n = 91), and teacher education (n = 88). In addition to the responses shown in Figure 4, 

29 respondents indicated they also work with other populations such as school management, 

media literacy organizations, non-governmental organizations, policy makers, professionals, 

(senior) citizens, staff at retirement homes, and special need students. 

Subject Areas 

 While media literacy is sometimes taught or studied as a separate subject area, in other 

cases it is integrated in other subject areas, such as health education or language arts. 

Respondents were therefore asked whether they teach or study media literacy as a separate 

subject area or whether integrate it in another subject area. Out of 162 respondents responding to 

this question, 81 respondents (50%) only teach or study media literacy as a separate subject area, 

41 respondents (25.3%) only integrate media literacy in a specific subject area, and 40 
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respondents (24.7%) teach or study media literacy as a separate subject area and integrate it in a 

specific subject area as well. Each of the 81 respondents who indicated that they integrate media 

literacy in a specific subject area was asked to which subject area(s) their work relates. 

Respondents had the option of choosing multiple subject areas, which 75.3% of the respondents 

did. Their responses are shown in Figure 5. 

 
Figure 5. Number of respondents integrating media literacy in specific subject areas  

The respondents most often integrated media literacy in social studies (n = 48) and teacher and 

parent training (n = 37). A total of 30 respondents indicated they also integrate media literacy 

into other subject areas than the ones already listed, such as science education, political science 

education, history, math, religious studies, ethics education, personal and social development 

education, film and screen studies, photography, and communication studies. 

Research Question 1: Media Literacy Outcomes 

Goal of Media Literacy Education 

The respondents were asked about the overall goals and specific outcomes of media 

literacy education. Based on the qualitative interviews and a review of the literature, goals 

related to preparation and empowerment, protectionism, and pleasure and confidence were 

identified. Respondents were asked to what extent these goals are also important to them on a 

scale from one (not at all important) to four (extremely important). On average, the respondents 
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rated these goals as very to extremely important, as can be seen in Figure 6 (for a report of all 

means, standard deviations, and the number of respondents per item, see Table I1 in Appendix I). 

Goals related to protectionism were rated as very important (M1 = 2.81, SD = 0.98; M2 = 2.98, 

SD = 0.89). Goals related to preparation and empowerment were seen as very to extremely 

important (M5 =3.58, SD = 0.68; M7 = 3.69, SD = 0.58) similar to goals related to pleasure and 

confidence (M3 = 2.99, SD = 0.89; M4 = 3.59, SD = 0.61; M6 = 3.38, SD = 0.71).  

 
Figure 6.  Media literacy goals ordered by importance 

In addition to these predefined goals, respondents were also allowed to state their own goals, 

which 31 respondents did. Some of them mentioned more specific goals related to their area of 

teaching or research, such as “finding reliable information on the internet”, and “promote media 

literacy in the national policy agenda.” Many of the goals were related to understanding the 

influence of media, such as: “I want students to have a clear understanding of how media shape 

their perceptions of themselves and the world”, “I want to give my clients awareness in how 

Media effects [sic] their perceptions of women, men and themselves” and “I want my students to 

have a comprehensive understanding of the role of media in society.” Most other respondents 

stated more specific goals such as critical thinking and active, critical, and creative media 

production, rather than broader goals as preparation, protection, and pleasure. For example, 

respondents who considered media production as important stated: “I want my students to be 

active and creative users of media”, “I want students to be able to communicate successfully 



                127 

 

using non-print media” and “an artful appreciation of and developing skill abilities in the 

diversity of telling stories through image and sound across many cultures.” These more specific 

outcomes will be explained in more depth in the next section. 

Specific Outcomes 

In addition to broad goals, the respondents were asked about more specific outcomes they 

considered as important. Based on the qualitative interviews and a review of the literature, a set 

of outcomes were identified. Respondents were asked to what extent these outcomes are 

important to them on a scale from one (not at all important) to four (extremely important). On 

average, the respondents rated these goals as very to extremely important, as can be seen in 

Figure 7 (a report of all means, standard deviations, and the number of respondents per item can 

be found in Table I2 Appendix I). 

 
Figure 7. Specific media literacy outcomes ordered by importance 

Overall, the outcome of developing technical or practical skills had the lowest mean (M = 2.95, 

SD = 0.79), although it was regarded as very important. Critically analyzing and evaluating 

media messages had the highest mean (M = 3.73, SD = 0.51), which means it was considered as 

very to extremely important.  

In addition to rating these predefined outcomes, respondents were also allowed to state 

their own outcomes, which 12 respondents did. Many of the outcomes they mentioned related to 

the ones listed, such as “ethical reflection” and “critical awareness of risks and reflection on own 
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use of the Internet.” Some responses were related to the individual’s research or teaching such 

as: “understand the needs of people who are intellectually disabled in relation to their media use” 

Other outcomes that were mentioned were “understanding the social-cultural context of media 

and the messages embedded within”, “appreciate the interaction of audience, content, and 

industry practices”, and “to know the power of real experiences so they do not spend all of their 

time and attention immersed in mediated reality.” 

Specifying Outcomes 

 The importance respondents attach to certain outcomes does not automatically mean that 

they also define or specify outcomes in their own teaching, research, or development of media 

literacy materials. The respondents were therefore asked how well defined media literacy 

outcomes are in their work related to media literacy. Out of 169 respondents, 20 respondents 

(11.8%) stated that they do not specify outcomes, 94 respondents (55.6%) stated that they do 

specify outcomes, but that they are broad and open, and 55 respondents (33.5%) stated that their 

outcomes are very explicitly defined, as can also be seen in Figure 8. 

 
Figure 8. The extent to which outcomes are specified (n = 169) 
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therefore do not want to set outcomes for a whole group of students. In addition, three 

respondents indicated that they want to leave the classroom open for other experiences to 

happen, rather than teaching towards the outcomes and one respondent indicated that he or she 

does not know how to specify outcomes. Seven respondents chose other reasons than the ones 

that were formulated in the survey. These respondents noted that stating objectives has simply 

not been a priority, that they look at media literacy on a more global scale, that stating objectives 

is simply a formality which relates to bureaucracy and love of money, or that it is not applicable 

to the work they do related to media literacy (such as research or developing a media literacy 

website). 

 The 149 respondents who indicated that they do use specified outcomes were asked who 

specifies these outcomes. Respondents were allowed to select multiple options, which 44.3% of 

the respondents did. As can be seen in Figure 9, total of 84 respondents indicated that they 

specify the outcomes themselves and 45 respondents indicated that the outcomes are specified in 

the media literacy materials that they are using for their lessons. Furthermore, 41 respondents 

indicated that the school or organization in which they work specifies the outcomes and 45 

respondents indicated that their state or country specifies the outcomes.  

 
Figure 9. Explanation of who specifies the outcomes (n = 149) 
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A total of 30 respondents indicated other ways that they specify their outcomes. Some 

mention the use of specific guidelines, such as guidelines developed by UNESCO, NAMLE, the 

European Union, Renee Hobbs, International Baccalaureate for Film Studies, exam boards of 

specific countries, or funding agencies. Others mentioned that the outcomes they use are project 

and context dependent. Yet others noted that the outcomes they use are not specified by one 

person or organization but that they are a combination of their own outcomes, other teachers’ 

outcomes, and national standards, or a combination of regional, national, and international 

standards and collaboration. Another respondent stated that he or she educates teachers, so the 

respondent allows the teachers to define their own outcomes.  

Research Question 2: Media Literacy Assessment 

Role of Assessment 

 Respondents were first asked what role media literacy assessment plays in their work by 

rating four statements on a scale from one (strongly disagree) to four (strongly agree). 

Respondents’ answers were all close to the middle of the scale, as can be seen in Figure 10 (a 

report of all means, standard deviations, and the number of respondents per item can be found in 

Table I3 Appendix I).  

 
Figure 10. Means of responses to statements about the roles of assessment 

Comparatively, the statement “assessment does not play a large role in my work (teaching and 

student interactions are more important to me)” had the lowest rating (M = 2.45, SD = 0.89) 
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while “assessment is critical in my work” had the highest rating (M = 2.73, SD = 0.87). In 

addition, the statement “I use assessment to motivate my students” (M = 2.63, SD = 0.70) was 

rated higher than “I assess media literacy outcomes simply because assessment is inevitable in 

this world” (M = 2.48, SD = 0.79). Even though the differences were very small, this indicates 

that respondents more often see media literacy as critical and motivating to students than they 

view assessment as something that plays a small role and that is only done out of necessity. 

Assessment Methods 

Respondents were given a list of assessment methods and were asked which of them they 

have used in their education or research. Their responses (n = 158) are displayed from most to 

least often used in Figure 11. Respondents were allowed to select multiple assessment methods, 

which 94.9% of the respondents did. On average, respondents used roughly eight different 

assessment methods within their own work on media literacy (M = 8.16, SD = 3.99). 

 
Figure 11. Assessment methods ranked from most to least used (n = 158) 
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Formative assessments such as informal conversations with students (n = 108), informal 

questioning in class (n = 103), classroom observation (n = 102) were especially popular as well 

as media production (n = 109) and media analysis or critique assignments (n = 97). 

Development of assessment methods. Respondents were asked who developed the 

assessment methods that they have used before. A total of 139 respondents answered this 

question. Respondents were allowed to select multiple answers, which 42.4% of the respondents 

did. A total of 127 respondents indicated that the assessments were self-generated, which means 

that they and/or their colleagues developed them by themselves. A sum of 50 respondents 

indicated that their assessment instruments were developed by others such as developers of the 

curriculum and 31 respondents indicated that their assessment instruments were developed by the 

state or country in which they work. Other explanations regarding the development of 

assessment methods were given by 10 respondents. For example, some respondents indicated 

that they used standards by organizations such as UNESCO, NC Professional Teaching 

Standards, European Union, and Victorian Curriculum and Assessment Authority, and that they 

developed their own assessments based on these standards. Others indicated that the assessment 

methods were developed by the board of directors of the organization or foundation they work 

with or the school which they visit to teach or do research. 

Assessing the learning product and process. Respondents were asked to what extent 

they focus on assessing the learning process (such as student drafts, learning blogs, questioning, 

or observation in class) in relationship to the product of learning (such as work students have 

made, exams, or essays they have completed). A total of 148 respondents answered this question 

and 11 of them stated that the question was not applicable to them, resulting in 137 valid 

responses. The mean was (M = 2.89, SD = 0.79) which is close to the middle of the scale. This 
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implies that respondents do not seem to have a strong preference of assessing the learning 

process over the product as can also be seen in Figure 12. 

 
Figure 12. Assessment of the learning process and/or product (n = 137)  

Almost half of the respondents (49.6%) stated that they assess the learning process and product 

equally (n = 68). A total of 33 respondents (24.1%) mainly assess the learning process, but also 

assess the product, while 30 respondents (21.9%) mainly assess the product, but assess the 

process as well. A total of six respondents (4.4%) indicated that they only assess the learning 

process and none of the respondents indicated that they only assess the product. 

Importance of context. Respondents were given two statements about the importance of 

context in assessment and were asked to choose the one they agree with most. The statements 

were: “I believe that there is one set of global media literacy outcomes that can be assessed as a 

whole, regardless of the context” and “I believe that media literacy will always need to be 

assessed in a specific context and that a single media literacy assessment instrument can 

therefore not be developed.” A total of 154 respondents responded to the statements and the vast 

majority, 78.6% (n = 121), chose the second statement, indicating that they believe that media 

literacy needs to be assessed in a specific context. A smaller percentage of the respondents, 
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21.4% (n = 33) indicated that they believe that there is one global set of media literacy outcomes 

that can be assessed as a whole, irrespective of the context.  

Evaluating and Interpreting Students’ Work 

 For each of the chosen assessment methods, respondents were asked how they evaluated 

and interpreted students’ work. Overall, respondents most often interpreted and evaluated 

students’ work informally, by their own judgment (selected 533 times), followed by looking for 

depth of thought, evidence, or complex understanding (selected 491 times). In addition, 

respondents often used outcomes or criteria that are clearly expressed beforehand (selected 427 

times), frequently looked at the overall context and classroom dynamics (selected 324 times), 

and sometimes also used rubrics (selected 254 times) or exemplars (selected 218 times). 

 A detailed account of how respondents evaluated and interpreted students’ work for each 

of the individual assessment methods is displayed in Table 9. When looking at Table 9, it can be 

noted that the way respondents interpreted student work occasionally differed depending on the 

type of assessment method that was used. For example, the use of pre- and post-tests was used 

relatively often by respondents using quantitative surveys while the use of coding for categories 

and themes was used relatively often by respondents using focus groups, (computer) tracking of 

information searches, and quantitative surveys as assessment methods. The use of rubrics was 

often used for formative assessment and performance-based assessments, as well as for media 

analysis and production tasks. Moreover, the use of exemplars was used relatively often for 

media analysis and production work, as well as for formative assessment of student work.  
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Table 9  

Evaluation and Interpretation of Student Work for Each Assessment Method 

Factors Influencing Assessment 

 The way teachers and researchers assess media literacy may depend on certain factors, 

such as time, regulations, and access to technology. The respondents were therefore asked to 

 Infor- 

mally (my 

own judg-

ment) 

Looking for 

depth of 

thought, 

evidence, or 

complex 

under-

standings 

Using 

outcomes or 

criteria that 

are clearly 

expressed 

before-hand 

Looking at 

the overall 

context and 

classroom 

dynamics 

Using a 

rubric 

Comparing 

them to 

previously 

created 

exemplars 

Coding 

for 

cate-

gories 

and 

themes 

Com-

paring 

pre- and 

posttests 

Using 

Bloom's 

taxonomy 

Classroom observation (n 

= 89) 
56 39 19 55 8 6 12 8 5 

Conversations and 

feedback  from other 

teachers (n = 57) 

34 18 20 16 7 10 6 4 3 

Video documentation of 

classroom (n = 20) 
9 10 6 9 2 6 8 0 0 

Student (b)logs (n = 43) 16 27 19 5 14 8 6 2 2 

Informal questioning in 

class (n = 90) 
70 40 13 45 5 5 7 3 7 

Informal conversations 

with students (n = 92) 
76 35 9 36 4 5 5 2 2 

Formative assessment of 

student work (drafts) (n = 

72) 

19 34 46 10 30 21 13 10 7 

Self-assessment 

(attitudinal and values) (n 

= 45) 

18 21 18 15 5 6 7 9 2 

Self-assessment 

(reflection on students' 

learning) (n = 67) 

32 28 17 23 15 13 10 9 4 

Interviews with 

individual students (n = 

44) 

26 21 9 10 1 4 11 3 3 

Focus groups with a 

group of students (n = 31) 
16 17 10 10 2 4 16 1 2 

(Computer) tracking of 

information search (n = 

15) 

6 5 6 3 4 3 7 1 1 

Performance-based 

assessments (n = 57) 
19 25 34 15 28 13 6 6 4 

Media production (n = 

95) 
40 46 55 28 37 39 17 6 8 

Portfolios (n = 50) 15 25 30 10 18 17 10 3 2 

Written (essay) exams (n 

= 62) 
28 36 43 10 23 21 12 7 6 

Media analysis or 

critique assignment (n = 

83) 

32 48 46 13 35 26 14 6 10 

Quantitative surveys (n = 

31) 
9 5 14 3 7 8 11 11 0 

Teacher made quizzes (n 

= 36) 
12 11 13 8 9 3 6 9 3 

Total 533 491 427 324 254 218 184 100 71 
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what extent specific factors influenced the way they assess media literacy. Only respondents who 

assess media literacy were asked to reply. Their responses are shown in Table 10. 

Table 10 

Factors Impacting Media Literacy Assessment  

 Never Rarely Sometimes Often All the time M SD 

Standards and/or regulations developed by 

governmental institutions (n = 110) 

26 

(23.6%) 

20 

(18.2%) 

19 

(17.3%) 

23 

(20.9% 

22 

(20.0%) 

2.95 1.47 

School regulations (n = 108) 24 

(22.2%) 

25 

(23.1%) 

34 

(31.5%) 

15 

(13.9%) 

10  

(9.3%) 

2.65 1.23 

Amount of students I have to assess (n = 109) 20 

(18.3%) 

16 

(14.7%) 

40 

(36.7%) 

22 

20.2%) 

11 

(10.1%) 

2.89 1.22 

Student characteristics (age, educational 

attainment, etc.) (n = 114) 

7  

(6.1%) 

8 

(7.0%) 

30 

(26.3%) 

35 

(30.7%) 

34 

(29.8%) 

3.71 1.15 

Time and/or money (n = 112) 10 

(8.9%) 

15 

(13.4%) 

36 

(32.1%) 

26 

(23.2%) 

25 

(22.3%) 

3.37 1.22 

Access to technology and equipment (n = 110) 7  

(6.4%) 

20 

(18.2%) 

36 

(32.7%) 

22 

(20%) 

25 

(22.7%) 

4.14 1.46 

On average, access to technology and equipment most often influenced the way respondents 

assess media literacy (M = 4.14, SD = 1.46), followed by student characteristics (M = 3.71, SD = 

1.15) and time and/or money (M = 3.37, SD = 1.22). On average, standards and/or regulations 

developed by governmental institutions (M = 2.95, SD = 1.47) and the amount of students the 

respondent has to assess (M = 2.89, SD = 1.22) sometimes influenced their assessment, while 

school regulations only rarely to sometimes influenced respondents’ assessment (M = 2.65, SD = 

1.23). The large standard deviations indicate that the responses varied greatly among 

respondents. For example, while 26 respondents (23.6%) indicated that standards and/or 

regulations developed by governmental institutions never influenced their assessments, 22 

respondents (20.0%) stated that these standards and regulations influenced their assessment all 

the time.  

 Respondents could also identify other factors that impacted their assessment, which eight 

respondents did. They mentioned that their assessment was influenced by the diversity of 
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students in one class, class size, the Institutional Review Board, the assessment context, load on 

students, parents, and teachers, European Union regulations and guidance, and the type of media 

or assignment used in the curriculum. 

Research Question 3: Assessment Challenges 

Media Literacy Challenges 

Respondents were asked about their assessment challenges in different ways. They were 

asked both open-ended and closed-ended questions. First, respondents were asked the following 

open-ended question: “Which challenges have you encountered when assessing media literacy?” 

This question was purposely asked before the close-ended question so respondents would be less 

influenced by the existing categories. Out of 94 responses to this question, 80 were valid. 

Answers such as “I am having difficulty in this area” or “I did not encounter any challenges” 

were deleted. Based on the responses, codes and categories were identified qualitatively. The 

main challenges identified by the respondents can be seen in Table 11. Only challenges that were 

identified by at least two respondents were included. A more comprehensive account of these 

categories, including examples for each category can be found in Table I4 in Appendix I.  

Some of the reported challenges were congruent with challenges identified in the 

literature and first phase of the research. These are identified by the asterisk in Table 11. 

Respondents also mentioned challenges that were not previously mentioned, such as a lack of 

resources. This challenge was mentioned most often by respondents (n = 11). This lack of 

resources included a lack of equipment, technologies, examiners, and assessment materials. 

Second, 10 respondents mentioned that the focus of media literacy assessment is often on the 

assessment of lower order thinking, such as technical skills and that they often find it difficult to 

move beyond the assessment of lower order thinking. The assessment of higher order thinking is 
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seen as much more complex and difficult to do. Several respondents (n = 8) also noted that 

formal assessments, such as multiple choice tests, may not capture true media learning. Several 

respondents (n = 8) also stated that they feel limited by school or governmental regulations. 

Eight respondents also perceived that there is a lack of interest in media literacy from people 

outside of the field, making the assessment even more difficult. 

Table 11 

Media Literacy Assessment Challenges Identified by the Respondents 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
* These challenges were also identified by media literacy professionals and scholars during the interviews 

Validating Previously Mentioned Challenges 

In addition to the open-ended question, respondents were asked several close-ended 

questions about the challenges they encountered regarding media literacy assessment. One of 

these questions was intended to examine to what extent respondents encountered challenges that 

were mentioned before by other media literacy scholars and professionals. Respondents were 

Challenges n 

Lack of resources 11 

Focus on assessing lower order thinking and difficulty to move beyond it * 10 

Formal assessments may not capture true media learning * 8 

School or governmental constraints * 8 

Lack of interest 8 

Lack of time * 7 

Varying student entry levels and perceptions 7 

Lack of training * 6 

Media literacy is too broad and too complex to measure 6 

Lack of research * 5 

Skills may not transfer to real life 5 

Lack of comparability across classes and schools * 5 

Lack of clear definitions and standards * 5 

Media literacy is a changing field, making assessment ever-changing 4 

Media literacy is always context bound, requiring multiple assessments * 4 

Difficult to quantify media literacy learning * 3 

Teachers and students have different goals and backgrounds 3 

It is difficult for students to express themselves 3 

Control inherent to assessment contradicts creativity and critical autonomy * 3 
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given a list of media literacy assessment challenges that were identified by the interviewees in 

the first phase of the study and the literature on media literacy assessment. Respondents were 

first asked which of the challenges they personally encountered in their work. Their responses (n 

= 133) are shown in Figure 13.  

 

Figure 13. Encountered media literacy assessment challenges (n = 133) 

The most commonly encountered challenge was a lack of teacher preparedness and 

teacher training to assess media literacy outcomes (n = 71). The second most encountered 

challenge was that respondents who assessed a media production piece could not fully observe 

media literacy learning by only looking at the product as they missed the context in which it was 

produced (n = 64). Other commonly encountered challenges were that respondents found that 
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formal assessments (such as multiple choice questions or written exams) may not capture true 

media literacy learning (n = 61) and that media literacy outcomes are not explicitly defined (n = 

61). This may make it unclear what should be assessed. A total of 58 respondents also indicated 

that assessments capturing higher order thinking skills related to media literacy are time-

consuming, expensive, or complex to develop.   

In addition to indicating which assessment challenges the respondents personally 

encountered, respondents were also asked to what extent they believe these statements are 

challenges for the field of media literacy education assessment. Respondents’ answers were 

congruent with the challenges they have personally encountered. For example, a lack of teacher 

preparedness and teacher training to assess media literacy had the highest average rating (M = 

2.54, SD = 0.72), which was also the challenge that was most often encountered by respondents. 

Similarly, only 20 respondents felt very limited when assessing media literacy due to outside 

influences. This statement also had the lowest average when respondents were asked whether 

they believed this was a challenge for the field of media literacy assessment (M = 1.52, SD = 

0.70). Respondents’ full responses, including percentages and the number of valid responses are 

shown in Table I5 in Appendix I. 

Challenges per Assessment Method 

In addition to reporting which challenges respondents encountered and identified as 

challenges for the field, they were also asked which challenges they encountered for each of the 

assessment methods that respondents used before. A detailed account of which challenges have 

been encountered for each assessment method that they used is displayed in Table 12. 

For the assessment methods that the respondents used, the respondents most often indicated that 

the assessment method was time consuming or complex to develop (selected 172 times). 
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Respondents also found it difficult to measure higher order thinking (selected 117 times) and to 

get honest and authentic responses (selected 101 times) with the type of assessment they used. 

Respondents were also not sure how to interpret or evaluate their students’ responses with the 

given assessment instruments (selected 91 times).  

Table 12 

Media Literacy Assessment Challenges for Each Assessment Method 

 The 

assessment 

method is 

time 

consuming 

or complex 

to develop 

It is hard to 

measure 

higher order 

thinking with 

this type of 

assessment 

It is 

difficult 

to get 

honest 

and 

authentic 

responses 

I am not sure 

how to 

interpret or 

evaluate my 

students' 

responses with 

this assessment 

It is difficult 

to control the 

learning 

environment 

using this 

type of 

assessment 

The 

assessment 

method is 

expensive 

to use or 

develop 

This 

assessment 

method is 

too 

prescriptive 

or intrusive 

Classroom observation (n = 52) 13 28 4 7 10 4 3 

Conversations and feedback from 

other teachers ( n = 27) 
10 4 6 5 3 3 3 

Video documentation of 

classroom (n = 14) 
6 0 3 3 2 4 4 

Student (b)logs (n = 21) 10 4 5 4 6 0 0 

Informal questioning in class (n = 

43) 
8 7 16 7 8 2 2 

Informal conversations with 

students (n = 47) 
14 12 13 7 4 1 2 

Formative assessment of student 

work (drafts) (n = 32) 
17 6 0 5 2 2 2 

Self-assessment (attitudinal and 

values) (n = 20) 
4 3 12 5 2 1 0 

Self-assessment (reflection on 

students' learning) (n = 29) 
7 8 13 6 1 1 1 

Interviews with individual 

students (n = 19) 
7 3 7 5 2 0 0 

Focus groups with a group of 

students (n = 15) 
5 2 4 5 3 1 2 

(Computer) tracking of 

information search (n = 10) 
3 4 1 3 1 5 2 

Performance-based assessments 

(n = 30) 
13 4 1 6 4 5 7 

Media production (n = 48) 18 11 1 8 6 14 3 

Portfolios (n = 18) 6 1 2 4 1 5 3 

Written (essay) exams (n = 25) 7 4 3 3 2 1 6 

Media analysis or critique 

assignment (n = 31) 
13 4 6 5 4 0 5 

Quantitative surveys (n = 17) 6 6 2 1 3 2 2 

Teacher made quizzes (n = 19) 5 6 2 2 1 2 4 

Total 172 117 101 91 65 53 51 
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When looking at Table 12, it can be noted that the way respondents interpreted student work 

occasionally differed depending on the type of assessment method that they used. For example, 

respondents who were using (computer) tracking of information searches to assess learning 

found it challenging that the assessment method was expensive to use or develop. Media 

production was also seen as rather expensive to use or develop. In addition, respondents found it 

difficult to get honest and authentic responses using informal questioning in class and self-

assessments. Respondents also found it particularly hard to measure higher order thinking using 

classroom observations, quantitative surveys, and teacher made quizzes.  

Ideal Assessment  

Respondents were asked if they would assess media literacy outcomes differently than 

they currently do if they were not limited by any constraints. Out of a 125 respondents answering 

the question, 41 respondents indicated that they would, 55 respondents stated that they would 

not, and 29 respondents indicated that this question is not applicable towards their work. The 41 

respondents indicating that they would assess media literacy differently were asked how they 

would ideally assess media literacy. A total of 36 respondents provided answers that targeted the 

question. Based on the responses, codes and categories were identified qualitatively. Their 

answers are displayed in Table 13.  

As can be noted by looking at Table 13, seven respondents indicated that they would 

ideally assess media literacy through practical work such as media production and analysis. Five 

respondents would ideally use a variety of assessment methods. Four respondents indicated that 

they would ideally use more personalized assessments, in which students are assessed as 

individuals, rather than part of a group. Moreover, four respondents would ideally take more 

time to assess media literacy outcomes. While only challenges that were identified by at least 
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two respondents were included in Table 13, many respondents also provided other answers to 

this question. For example, respondents indicated that they would use self-assessments, large 

scale ethnographic interviews, allow for more freedom in their assessment, improve existing 

tools, cooperate with schools, do more peer-assessment, get more training, and have better 

facilities and technologies. 

Table 13 

Respondents’ Ideal Assessment Methods 

Ideal Assessment n Examples 

Through practical 

work 

7 “More advanced practical work and certainly more practical work from younger 

ages” 

“Through media production and critical analysis of media products” 

Use a variety 

assessment methods 

5 “Triangulation between conversation, students teaching back, and students' 

production (of media or critiques)” 

“By combining several different assessment methods” 

More personalized 

assessment 

4 “More individualized assessment of media literacy through a diverse range of 

assessments that target students' particular needs, learning styles, interests, and 

abilities” 

“I would prefer a system of goal-based descriptive assessments that assess each 

student as an individual, not part of a cohort” 

Having more time for 

assessment 

4 “By increasing the time of the drafting processes for written assessments and 

increasing the time it took for planning, production & post-production of media 

projects” 

“My issue with the course I teach is that the students have to create evidence of 

their planning in a very prescribed way - and it is very time consuming to manage 

and monitor. The problem is, this leaves less time for students to try and fail - and I 

believe failing is a very important part of being creative and learning.” 

More depth, 

complexity, and detail 

in assessment 

3 “More focused, more detailed, volunteers based, use the way of discovery, 

background searches etc.” 

“More in detail” 

Developing goals and 

integrating them in 

different contexts 

3 “First, [we] would need to develop scope & sequence of goals for every grade level 

and subject area.” 

“By integrating key outcomes for media literacy across the curriculum and by 

broadening assessment in other subject areas to include a dimension of media 

literacy” 

More training 2 “Get trained in exam marking” 

“Resources for professional development” 

Collaboration 2 “Cross-mark with another teacher who does not know my students” 

“Promotion of professional learning communities” 

Longitudinal 2 “Mapping my students’ evaluation in longer terms rather than only during the 

academic semester” 

“Make regular assessments so you can measure results over time” 

 



                144 

 

Research Question 4: Recommendations 

Overcoming Media Literacy Challenges 

Respondents were asked about their media literacy assessment recommendations in 

different ways. They were asked both open-ended and closed-ended questions. First, respondents 

were asked how they had personally overcome any assessment challenges with the following 

open-ended question: “Could you describe how you have overcome any challenges you have 

encountered regarding media literacy assessment?” A total of 74 respondents responded to this 

question and 58 of these responses addressed the question and were therefore included in the 

analysis. Answers such as “not applicable” or “unsure” were deleted. Based on the responses, 

codes and categories were identified qualitatively. The categories are shown in Table 14. Only 

challenges that were identified by at least two respondents were included. A more 

comprehensive account of these categories, including examples for each category can be found 

in Table I6 in Appendix I.  

Table 14 

How Respondents Have Overcome Media Literacy Assessment Challenges 

Solutions n 

Collaboration * 19 

Being flexible and redefining assessments over time 14 

Developing clear standards and criteria (which may depend on the context) * 8 

Assess media literacy more formatively and informally 8 

Allowing for freedom in assessment practices 5 

Using a variety of assessment instruments * 5 

Training and professional development * 5 

Reserving time for assessment 4 

Conducting more research * 4 

Student input 3 

Adapting existing models 3 

Use of rubrics * 2 

* These recommendations were also identified by media literacy professionals and scholars during the interviews 
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Some of the ways respondents have overcome media literacy challenges were congruent 

with recommendations identified in the literature and first phase of the research. These are 

identified by an asterisk in Table 14. Overall, 19 respondents mentioned that they have overcome 

media literacy challenges by collaborating with other teachers and other colleagues. In addition, 

14 respondents indicated that they have overcome media literacy challenges by being flexible. 

They indicated that they improved, updated, and refined assessments over time. Moreover, eight 

respondents indicated that they have overcome media literacy assessment challenges by 

developing clear standards and criteria, which may be dependent on the context in which they 

were applied. Another eight respondents indicated they have overcome assessment challenges by 

assessing media literacy more formatively and informally.  

Validating Previously Mentioned Recommendations 

Respondents were also given a list of recommendations made by the interviewees in the 

first phase of the study. They were asked to what extent they agree that these recommendations 

would improve the effectiveness of media literacy assessment. Their results are shown in Figure 

14. Respondents’ full responses, including the number of valid responses, means, and standard 

deviations are shown in Table I7 in Appendix I.  

As can be seen by looking at Figure 14, respondents appeared to agree that the 

recommendations offered by the interviewees in the first phase of the study would improve the 

effectiveness of media literacy assessment. The use of a variety of instruments (M = 3.52, SD = 

0.56) and looking for depth and sophistication in students’ answers, rather than right or wrong 

answers (M = 3.52, SD = 0.67) had the highest level of agreement. This means that respondents 

(strongly) agreed that that these recommendations would improve the effectiveness of media 

literacy assessment.  
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Figure 14. Respondents’ agreement with previously offered media literacy recommendations 

Improving the Effectiveness of Media Literacy Assessment 

Finally, respondents were asked the following open-ended question: “What would be 

some other ways that you think the effectiveness of media literacy assessment can be enhanced?” 

A total of 48 respondents responded to this question. Forty of these responses addressed the 

question and were included in the analysis. Based on the responses, codes and categories were 

identified qualitatively, which are shown in Table 15. Only recommendations that were 

identified by at least two respondents were included.  

Most recommendations provided by respondents were already addressed by media 

literacy professionals and scholars during the interviews and in the previous questions of the 

survey (as indicated by the asterisk). The respondents provided only two recommendations that 

were not previously mentioned. Three respondents indicated that the effectiveness of media 

literacy assessment could be enhanced by more awareness and respect for the field. In addition, 



                147 

 

two respondents cautioned not to over-assess media literacy. The recommendations that were 

most often given by respondents were the development of clear standards and criteria (n = 7), 

more training and professional development (n = 6), and more collaboration (n = 4). 

Table 15 

Other Ways to Enhance the Effectiveness of Media Literacy Assessment 

Enhancing Effectiveness n Examples 

Developing clear standards 

and criteria (which may 

depend on the context) * 

7 “Need scope & sequence, including developmentally appropriate 

expectations for goals at each grade level” 

“Clearer definition of media literacy and what are the unique characteristics 

of a media literate person” 

Training and professional 

development * 

6 “Effective professional development” 

“It's important to teach teachers to be more reflective on themselves and 

their work with children.” 

Collaboration * 4 “Our state, at one stage, had very effective regional teacher networks which 

were informal but incredibly valuable in planting and germinating ideas.” 

“I like to emphasize this: Coming together and collaborating as a research 

community.” 

Allowing for freedom in 

assessment practices * 

4 “We shouldn't be too prescriptive / dogmatic about assessment outcomes.” 

“Because we do have flexibility in the contexts we choose, this can help 

create very interesting courses.” 

Assess media literacy more 

formatively and informally * 

4 “Any methods which help media literacy enhance student formative 

assessments for holistic education” 

“Emphasis on process; critical reflection” 

Using a variety of assessment 

instruments * 

3 “Variety, multiple measures” 

“Engagement with a wide and varied range of media texts” 

More awareness and respect 

the field 

3 “More respect for media literacy in various disciplines” 

 “An urgent awareness in leading institutions about the importance of media 

literacy for an informed citizenship and an awareness in educationalists” 

Exemplars (when annotated 

and discussed) * 

2 “Exemplars can help... but not by themselves. They need to be annotated 

and discussed, by students as well as teachers is essential.” 

“Exemplars” 

More research * 2 “It should be constantly tested for its content validity (as related to these 

agreed key concepts), but only future researchers will be able to truly assess 

its results.” 

“Preparing a new system or scale to measure media literacy levels” 

Assess in moderation 2 “To me assessment isn´t what is needed the most. And if it is most 

important for things to actually change, it is very sad evidence that 

something is terribly wrong with our society and its education.” 

“Don't over-assess. Sometimes we do too much.” 

*These recommendations were also identified by media literacy professionals and scholars during the interviews and in the 

previous questions of the survey. 
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Chapter 6 – Summary and Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to explore the views of media literacy scholars and 

professionals on media literacy assessment with the intent of using this information to develop a 

quantitative survey to validate and extend the qualitative findings with a larger sample. In this 

chapter, the results are summarized and organized per research question. In addition, the 

significance of the study, implications for practice, limitations, and directions for future research 

are discussed as well in this chapter.  

Summary of Results 

Media literacy outcomes. The first research question related to what learning outcomes 

media literacy professionals and scholars identified as important. In the literature, a paradigm 

shift is noted from using media literacy education for protection purposes to preparation 

purposes (Buckingham, 2003; Hobbs, 2005a). This shift was also very apparent in the qualitative 

interviews, as almost all interviewees mentioned the importance of preparing or empowering 

young people to successfully participate in contemporary society as informed and responsible 

citizens. In addition, many interviewees explicitly mentioned that they do not target protectionist 

goals. These interviewees targeted their opposition against the protection camp mainly towards 

media literacy education in the United States. The survey responses could not validate this shift, 

however. Even though the protectionist goals are comparatively seen as the least important 

compared to media literacy goals related to preparation and pleasure, protectionist goals were 

considered as important by the respondents. To accurately tell how countries differ in their 

views, more respondents would be needed for each of the countries represented in this study.  

Regarding media literacy outcomes, three overall areas of competencies are often 

mentioned in the literature. These are competences related to access and use of media messages, 
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critical understanding (analysis and evaluation), and participation and the production of media 

messages (ACMA, 2009; Aufderheide & Firestone, 1993; CML, 2008; EAVI, 2011; EC, 2009; 

Livingstone, Couvering, & Thumim, 2008; Hobbs, 2010; Martens, 2010; NAMLE, 2007; OECD, 

2009; Ofcom, 2008); P21, 2011; Tornero & Varis, 2010). When interviewees were asked to 

identify their main outcomes, they identified similar outcomes. They regarded it as important 

that students would be able to access a wide variety of media texts, critically analyze and 

evaluate media messages (critical thinking), and communicate, produce, or create media 

messages. They also regarded reflection as important, which was an outcome that was also 

previously mentioned in the literature (Hobbs, 2010). A few interviewees also mentioned the 

importance of collaboration and gaining practical or technological skills. Respondents were 

therefore asked to what extent these outcomes were also important in their work on media 

literacy. Overall, all of these outcomes were considered as very to extremely important, further 

validating the qualitative findings. Comparatively, developing technological or practical skills 

had the lowest rating, although they were still rated as very important. Critically analyzing and 

evaluating media messages was rated as the most important. This finding is in line with the 

literature, in which the critical analysis and evaluation of media plays a vital role (Buckingham, 

2003, Hobbs 1998; NAMLE, 2007). 

One of the issues in the literature related to media literacy outcomes is that media literacy 

standards and competencies need to be developed to measure media outcomes (Christ, 2004; 

Zacchetti, 2011). However, when the interviewees were asked about media literacy goals and 

outcomes, many interviewees stated that one clear goal or set of clear standards and 

competencies cannot be developed, as these competencies are always related to the context in 

which they are taught. Interviewees indicated that goals and outcomes depend on the route 
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students take in a course and the topic of instruction. Similarly, 78.6% of the survey respondents 

indicated that they believed that media literacy will always need to be assessed in a specific 

context and that a single media literacy assessment instrument can therefore not be developed. 

Even though these outcomes may depend on the context, Bergsma and Carney (2008) 

believe that media literacy scholars and professionals should be more precise about the concepts 

and skills to include in their lessons. Multiple interviewees agreed with this statement as they 

expressed the importance of being clear and upfront about criteria and outcomes. When survey 

respondents were asked to what extent they specify outcomes, 33.5% of the respondents 

indicated that their outcomes are explicitly defined and another 55.6% of the respondents stated 

that they specify outcomes, but that they are broad and open. Only 11.8% of the respondents 

stated that they do not specify outcomes. The main reason mentioned for not defining outcomes 

was that respondents believed in personalized learning and that they therefore do not want to set 

outcomes for a whole group of students.  

Media literacy assessment. In the literature, several methods of assessing media literacy 

were identified, mainly related to research (e.g. Austin & Johnson, 1995; Hobbs & Frost, 1998, 

2003; Irving and Berel, 2001; Kusel, 1999; Pinkleton et al., 2007; Primack et al. 2006; Primack 

et al., 2009; Vraga et al., 2009) and assessment in educational systems of different countries (e.g. 

British Film Institute, 2013; EMEDUS, 2014; New Zealand Qualification Authority, n.d.; 

VCAA, 2011). This study provided a broader view towards media literacy assessment. This 

perspective includes views of teachers and other practitioners and voices from respondents who 

reside in countries or states where formal media literacy assessments do not exist. While only 

one assessment method was employed in most research studies, most interviewees indicated that 

they used multiple assessment instruments in their work related to media literacy. Most 
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interviewees noted they assessed both the learning process and the product of learning. These 

qualitative findings were validated by the quantitative surveys. On average, respondents have 

used approximately eight different assessment methods within their own work related to media 

literacy. This is more in line with the literature on media literacy assessment in the few countries 

that do assess media literacy in their educational systems (British Film Institute, 2013; 

EMEDUS, 2014; New Zealand Qualification Authority, n.d.; VCAA, 2011). These countries 

often assess both the learning process and the product, employing a variety of assessment 

methods. Interestingly, none of the respondents indicated that they only assess the product of 

learning (such as exams or completed essays), which is a common practice in research studies 

assessing media literacy. Almost half of the respondents (49.6%) stated that they assess the 

learning process and product equally. In addition, 24.1% mainly assess the learning process, but 

also assessed the product, while 21.9% mainly assess the product, but assess the process as well. 

The most popular assessment methods among survey respondents were performance-based 

assessments or more formative classroom-based assessments. The assessment methods that were 

used the most were media production, informal conversations with students, informal 

questioning in class, classroom observation, and media analysis. While many research studies in 

the literature still rely on self-assessments, these were a lot less popular when looking at the 

interview and survey responses. 

Participants were also asked how they interpret student assessments. Interviewees 

generally indicated that they interpret students’ work in more qualitative and subjective ways, 

rather than using instruments or exams with right or wrong answers. They judge students’ 

performance against criteria, often using rubrics and exemplars. Moreover, they look for depth 

and sophistication and also use Bloom’s taxonomy (Bloom et al., 1956) to look for more 
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complex answers. They also indicated that they use informal judgment. These responses were 

further validated by the survey respondents. When respondents were asked the same question, 

the most popular ways of interpreting student work were by judging work informally, looking for 

depth of thought, evidence, or complex understandings, using outcomes or criteria that are 

clearly expressed beforehand, and by looking at the overall context and classroom dynamics.  

Media literacy challenges. While there is no systematic information about media 

literacy challenges, several media literacy challenges were identified in the literature. Identified 

challenges are a lack of consensus over the appropriate methods to measure media literacy 

(Livingstone & Thumim, 2003), a lack of valid and reliable research instruments (Martens, 

2010), a lack of explicit outcomes and criteria (Zacchetti, 2011), and a lack of assessment 

activities after media literacy education (Buckingham & Domaille, 2009). Scheibe and Rogow 

(2011) also mentioned it is difficult to measure higher order thinking.  

Interviewees identified similar challenges, such as a lack of research and agreement on 

how to assess media literacy, challenges related to defining and agreeing on clear assessment 

criteria, and the difficulty to move beyond assessing lower order thinking and content 

knowledge. They also identified several other challenges, such as challenges related to interrater 

reliability, a lack of teacher training, difficulty to quantify media literacy learning, lack of control 

over assessment methods, and the fact that quality assessments are expensive, complex, and time 

consuming to develop. In addition, interviewees mentioned that the control that assessment often 

automatically brings to the table often contradicts with the critical autonomy that they want to 

develop in their learners.  

When respondents were asked to identify challenges they encountered, many respondents 

mentioned similar challenges, further validating the qualitative findings and what is known in the 
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literature. However, the respondents also mentioned the importance of other challenges, which 

were not extensively mentioned in the literature or by the interviewees. For example, they 

mentioned a lack of resources, such as of equipment, technologies, examiners, and assessment 

materials. Another challenge mentioned by respondents was the variety of entry levels of 

students. This means that students entered the learning environment with mixed abilities and 

backgrounds, making it harder to assess what each student has learned. A lack of interest was 

also mentioned by respondents. Furthermore, respondents noted that media literacy assessment is 

not a priority by their government. In addition, respondents stated that most people simply do not 

know what media literacy means, and why it may be important. This may make the struggle for 

assessment even more complicated. Respondents also found media literacy too broad and too 

complex to measure as a whole and were afraid that skills learned in educational contexts may 

not transfer to real life. Respondents generally found the assessment methods they used time 

consuming or complex to develop. They also found it difficult to measure higher order thinking 

with these methods and difficult to get honest and authentic responses.  

Several interviewees mentioned that they often felt frustrated because they were limited 

in their choice of assessment due to constraints beyond their control, such as standards and 

regulations developed by institutions such as the Ministry of (Public) Education or Department 

of Education. Respondents were therefore asked if they would assess media literacy outcomes 

differently than they currently do if they were not limited by any constraints. Out of a 125 

respondents answering the question, 41 respondents indicated that they would, 55 respondents 

stated that they would not, and 29 respondents indicated that this question was not applicable 

towards their work. This indicates that constraints do to some extent pose a problem. When 

respondents were asked how they would ideally assess outcomes, they stated they would assess it 
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through more practical work, such as media analysis and production work, by using a variety of 

assessment methods, more personalized assessments, and taking more time for assessment. 

Recommendations. Literature regarding overcoming any media literacy assessment 

challenges is scarce. Interviewees provided several recommendations on how to overcome media 

literacy challenges. They recommended using a variety of assessment methods and looking for 

depth, complexity and sophistication in students’ responses rather than correctness. In addition, 

they recommended being clear and upfront about criteria and outcomes, while at the same time 

being comfortable with broad levels of achievement. They also proposed to conduct more 

research on media literacy assessment and to collaborate among researchers. Respondents were 

asked to what extent they agreed with the recommendations that were made by the interviewees.  

By and large, they agreed to strongly agreed with all of their recommendations, validating the 

qualitative findings. Respondents were also asked to describe how they have overcome any 

challenges regarding media literacy assessment. Generally, collaboration with other teachers and 

colleagues helped them greatly to overcome any media literacy assessment challenges. Some 

other recommendations that were not previously mentioned by the interviewees were to assess 

media literacy more formatively and informally, allowing for freedom in assessment practices, 

more training and professional development, and reserving time for assessment. 

Limitations 

Mixed method limitations. As in any research design, the exploratory sequential design 

had its challenges and limitations. For example, as data collection and analysis occurred in two 

phases, it required considerable time to implement the design. This challenge was factored into 

the study’s timeline. The data collection timeframes were rather short for this reason. More 

responses may have been collected if it were possible to leave the survey open longer. In 
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addition, since the quantitative survey instrument could only be developed after the qualitative 

phase, it was difficult to specify details about the survey when applying for IRB approval. This 

study therefore required two separate IRB applications, which involved considerable time. In 

addition, in an exploratory sequential design procedures need to be carried out to ensure that the 

items on the instrument were valid and reliable (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). For that reason, 

expert reviewers reviewed the survey. Creswell and Plano Clark (2011) also recommended 

assessing the reliability and validity of the scores. However, this was not addressed in this study 

as it was an exploratory study.  

Interviews. When recruiting participants for the interviews, an effort was made to 

represent a wide variety of voices. Even though the respondents came from six different 

countries, 8 out of 10 interviewees came from English-speaking countries. The other two 

interviewees had also spent significant time in English-speaking countries for their studies or 

work. Even though many other possible participants were contacted to participate as well, 

fluency in the English language often appeared to be a barrier to participate. This may have 

given the interviews a somewhat Western bias.   

Survey. Countries in which English is spoken as the primary language were especially 

well represented in the survey. It therefore appeared that the language barrier may also have 

affected the responses to the quantitative survey. It was also easier to find media literacy 

organizations in English speaking countries. However, the snowball sampling method was used 

to overcome this difficulty. Media literacy organizations in countries with established assessment 

systems generally also appeared more willing to distribute the surveys among their members. 

This resulted in widely varying sample sizes from different countries, even though efforts were 

made to avoid this. Another source of sampling bias may relate to the chance that respondents 
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who agreed to participate in the study may be more enthusiastic about media literacy assessment 

or had stronger opinions about the topic than respondents who chose to ignore the survey. In 

addition, a purposive sample was chosen for this survey because the total population of media 

literacy professionals and scholars is simply unknown. This may make the external validity 

lower compared to a randomized sample. Moreover, even though the survey was made for all 

media literacy scholars and professionals, respondents who mainly identified their roles as a 

researcher wrote in comment boxes of the survey that they believed that the survey was 

somewhat biased towards teachers and other media literacy educators and felt like they could not 

express their voice well as researchers.  

Another limitation of the study is the wording that was used in the survey. While efforts 

were made to prevent any geographical biases that the study may have, some respondents still 

indicated that the survey contained some biases. For example, one respondent noted that the 

survey did not completely take into account differences in educational systems across the world. 

She stated that the age of children in second grade in the United States differs from the age of 

children in the second grade in certain European countries. Therefore, it may have been better to 

add specific age levels to these categories. In addition, certain concepts may not have been 

clearly understood by respondents. An example is interrater reliability. Even though the concept 

was briefly explained in parentheses, some educators may simply be unaware of the meaning of 

the concept because of the way it was worded and therefore not see the connection to their own 

work. For that reason, they may have rated these concepts as less important compared to other 

concepts.  

Another limitation of the survey was a technical one. Because of a technical error in the 

system, Qualtrics lost the qualitative data of a few open-ended questions. For example, 46 
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respondents indicated that they had another role in their work related to media literacy, besides 

teaching, research, or development of media literacy instructional materials. However, their 

qualitative responses could not be retraced by Qualtrics due to a technical error in the system. 

Regardless, the main research questions of this study could generally still be answered without 

the missing responses.  

Significance of the Study 

The literature on media literacy has to a great extent ignored the assessment of media 

literacy outcomes and associated challenges. This is the first study to address media literacy 

assessment in a comprehensive way. There have been many initiatives to assess media literacy, 

but these have never been synthesized or examined at a global level. This study provides a 

comprehensive view of the outcomes that media literacy scholars and professionals assess, the 

ways they assess media literacy and interpret student work, the challenges they encounter, and 

ways these challenges can be overcome. The overall purpose of this study was to first explore the 

views of media literacy scholars and professionals on media literacy assessment with the intent 

of using this information to develop a quantitative survey to validate and extend the qualitative 

findings with a larger sample.  

Overall, the quantitative findings validated and extended the qualitative findings adding a 

more comprehensive account on media literacy assessment to the literature base. The study 

provided an overview of goals and outcomes of media literacy education. In addition, it provided 

information about the extent to which outcomes are specified, by whom these outcomes are 

specified, and explanations in case these outcomes were not specified. The study also offered a 

comprehensive overview of assessment methods that have been used by participants of the study, 

the role that media literacy plays in their work, and the entities which developed these 
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assessment methods. It provided further detail about the extent to which the learning process and 

product are assessed, the importance of context in assessment, approaches that are used to 

evaluate and interpret students’ work, and factors that influence the way participants assess 

media literacy. The study also offered an overview of assessment challenges that have been 

encountered by participants and the extent to which these are considered challenges for the field. 

In addition, for each of the assessment methods that were used by participants, a distinct set of 

challenges was identified. An account of the extent that respondents felt constrained by any 

outside regulations or mandates was provided as well, along with a description of how they 

would assess media literacy void of these constraints. Finally, methods to overcome media 

literacy challenges were presented, along with recommendations to improve the effectiveness of 

media literacy assessment. 

Implications for Practice  

The results of this study can serve different populations. Media literacy professionals and 

scholars who are developing or using media literacy assessments can benefit from this study in 

several ways. For example, one of the findings of this study is that assessment appears to 

strongly depend on context. Rather than using a single instrument to assess media literacy as a 

whole, participants recommend to develop specific outcomes related to the context in which 

media literacy is taught and to align assessment instruments with these outcomes. Depending on 

the context, media literacy scholars and professionals can therefore have different goals and 

outcomes. They also recommend the use of a variety of assessment methods to assess these 

outcomes to both assess the learning process and product of learning. They recommend the use 

of both quantitative and qualitative data collection methods, which is something media literacy 

scholars can take into account. 
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Even though participants in the study acknowledge that outcomes may depend on 

context, they recommend being clear and upfront to students about expectations and outcomes. 

Yet, they also recommend being comfortable with broad levels of achievement on these 

outcomes because media literacy outcomes generally relate to philosophical concepts and 

creative practice. Broader categorizations are therefore more realistic than exact percentages. 

Percentages may provide media literacy scholars and professionals with a false sense of validity. 

In addition, the participants of this study propose looking for depth, complexity, and 

sophistication in students’ answers, rather than correctness, even though this may make 

assessments more time consuming and difficult to develop. These are some considerations that 

other media literacy scholars and professionals can take into account when designing and 

developing their own assessment methods. 

 The participants in this study also noted that collaboration among media literacy scholars 

and professionals helped them overcome challenges related to assessment. It is therefore 

recommended that media literacy scholars and professionals find ways to collaborate with other 

teachers and researchers and that media literacy organizations and institutions develop platforms 

to facilitate collaboration. When collaborating, media literacy professionals and scholars can 

design and develop assessments together, share good practices, and cross-grade student work. 

 In the literature it was apparent that even though media literacy was taught in many 

countries, it is only a substantial and assessed part of the school system in a few countries 

(Buckingham & Domaille, 2009). Therefore, there is still a lot of work to do in order for the 

practice of media literacy assessment to thrive. Policy makers and developers of country- and 

state-based assessments can therefore learn from recommendations made in this study by 

participants from countries that already have established assessment criteria, standards, and 
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methods. For example, participants in this study mentioned that certain media literacy 

assessment challenges may be overcome by more resources, collaboration, teaching training, and 

professional development. In addition, several participants stated that even though standards and 

criteria are very well articulated in their countries, they are not prescriptive. For example, 

educators still have autonomy about how these experiences are taught and assessed. Hence, 

schools and teachers still have the freedom and flexibility to offer individual experiences to 

students. Many participants in the study also recommended the use and sharing of resources, 

exemplars, and rubrics. Media literacy organizations, schools, and governments mandating 

media literacy could therefore cooperate on the development of exemplar collections, websites 

with context specific resources, and assessment materials. Policy makers and developers of 

country and state based assessments could take these recommendations into account when 

developing policies regarding media literacy assessment. 

Directions for Future Research 

Based on the study's findings and limitations, several recommendations for further 

research can be made. For example, it was not possible to accurately tell how and to what extent 

countries differ in their views on media literacy assessment. Even though this study had 

participants from 37 different countries and therefore provided a comprehensive overview of 

media literacy assessment, more participants from each country would be needed to explain any 

geographical differences. A study incorporating more voices from each country would therefore 

be needed to compare countries. 

In addition, many participants recommended conducting more research on media literacy 

assessment because it is an underdeveloped area in the literature. An example of an area that is 

underdeveloped is research on transfer of media literacy skills learned in educational contexts to 
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out-of-school contexts. It is currently unknown whether media literacy knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes are also transferred to students’ out-of-school contexts. Furthermore, longitudinal 

research on media literacy assessment is unavailable. It is unknown if students maintain their 

media literacy knowledge, skills, and attitudes after their education ends. More research is 

therefore desired in this area. Since this is the first study to provide a comprehensive overview of 

media literacy assessment, it will hopefully serve as a starting point for future research in this 

area. 
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Appendix C 

Expert Review Rubric: Phase I 

Expert Review Rubric/Protocol for written feedback 

Reviewer name: _____________________________________________   Date: ________________________________________________ 

In the first section, please review the interview protocol. Then review the rubric below and provide comments regarding the alignment and 
clarity of the individual research questions with the interview questions.  

Research questions Interview questions Comments about alignment 
of individual research 
questions with interview 
questions 

Comments about clarity of 
the individual research 
questions and interview 
questions 

None (questions to 
better understand the 
background of the 
interviewee) 

1: How long have you been teaching or researching media 
literacy? 
2: What topics do you cover in your classes or research on media 
literacy? 

Click here to add text Click here to add text 

RQ1: Which outcomes 
do media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars attempt to 
assess? 
 

3: What do you think is the goal of teaching media literacy? 
a. What are the skills or knowledge a media literate person 

should have?  
b. What should be the outcomes of media literacy education? 
c. What is it that you try to assess? 
d. Could you please provide details about that? 

Click here to add text Click here to add text 

RQ2: How do media 
literacy professionals 
and scholars assess 
these outcomes? 
 

4: What role does assessment play in your work on media 
literacy? 
5: How do you assess media literacy outcomes? 

a. Could you tell me more about that? 
b. Could you please provide examples of how you have 

assessed media literacy in the past? 
c. (if not having assessed media literacy personally) How do 

you think media literacy scholars and professionals should assess 
media literacy outcomes? 

Click here to add text Click here to add text 
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RQ3: Which challenges 
do media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars experience 
regarding media 
literacy assessment? 

6. What are problems or challenges you have encountered when 
trying to assess media literacy skills? 

a. Could you tell me more details about the problems you 
have encountered? 

b. (if not personally having encountered any problems or 
challenges) What could be challenging about assessing media 
literacy skills? 

Click here to add text Click here to add text 

RQ4: How do media 
literacy professionals 
and scholars believe 
these challenges can 
be overcome? 

7. How do you think these problems or challenges could be 
overcome? 

a. Could you tell me more about that? 
b. Could you tell me how you solved any problems you have 

encountered regarding media literacy assessment?  

Click here to add text Click here to add text 

RQ5: How do 
responses to these 
questions differ 
demographically? 

None (this question will be answered with the quantitative 
survey) 

Click here to add text Click here to add text 

 
 

Please fill out the rubric regarding other aspects of the research questions and interview questions. 

 0 points 1 point 2 points Score Comments  about score 

Bias The interview 
questions are 
strongly biased 
towards a certain 
answer or viewpoint. 

Certain interview 
questions are 
somewhat biased 
towards a certain 
answer or 
viewpoint. 

All interview questions do 
not bias or lead the 
interviewee towards a 
certain answer or 
viewpoint. 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 

Completeness The first four 
research questions 
cannot be answered 
at all using the 
current interview 
questions.  

Some extra 
interview questions 
are needed to 
answer the first four 
research questions. 
 

The first four research 
questions can be 
completely answered 
using the current 
interview questions. 
 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 
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Please provide any additional comments regarding the research and interview questions that you felt were not addressed: 

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Type of 
questions 

Most or all questions 
are close-ended and 
do not allow for in-
depth answers on the 
topic at hand.  

Some questions are 
close-ended and do 
not allow for in-
depth answers on 
the topic at hand. 

All questions are open-
ended and do not allow 
for in-depth answers on 
the topic at hand. 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 

Order The interview 
questions are not 
logically ordered.  

Some interview 
questions may have 
to be realigned in 
order to structure 
the interview 
logically. 

All interview questions are 
logically ordered. 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 

Privacy Many or all of the 
interview questions 
are not respectful 
and may invade the 
interviewee’s privacy. 

Some of the 
interview questions 
are not respectful to 
ask and may invade 
the interviewee’s 
privacy.  

All interview questions are 
polite and respectful. 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 

Time The time set for the 
interview (1 hour) is 
much too long or too 
short to answer all 
interview questions. 

The time set for the 
interview (1 hour) 
may be a little too 
long or too short to 
answer all interview 
questions. 

The time set for the 
interview (1 hour) is 
perfect to answer all 
interview questions. 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 
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Appendix D 

Interview Protocol 

 

Interview Protocol for study on 

Media Literacy Assessment 

Interviewer: ________________________________________________________________  

Participant pseudonym: __________________________________________________ 

Time: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Date: _____________________________________________________________________ 

 

Consent form  

The participant has received an electronic copy of the consent form and signed it before 

scheduling the interview (see attached file). 

 

Introduction 

Overview of project: I am conducting a research study entitled “Media Literacy Professionals’ 

and Scholars’ Perceptions of Media Literacy Assessment: A Mixed Methods Study.” This study 

will address media literacy assessment. The purpose of this study is to explore how media 

literacy professionals and scholars view media literacy assessment, and then use this information 

to develop a quantitative survey for a larger group of subjects. The first phase of the study is a 

qualitative exploration and collection of data from eight media literacy professionals and 

scholars. In the second, quantitative phase, data will be collected from media literacy 

professionals and scholars from all around the world.  

 

Begin audio recording  

 Ask the participant if he or she has any questions before the interview commences.  

 Inform the participant that the study will begin when starting the recording. 

 

Begin with Interview Questions:  

1. How did you become interested in teaching or researching media literacy? 

2. What grade level and subject areas do you focus on in your teaching or research on media 

literacy? 

3. What do you think is the goal of teaching media literacy? 

a. What are the skills or knowledge a media literate person should have?  

b. What are the outcomes of media literacy education? 

c. What is it that you try to assess? 
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d. Could you please provide more detail about that? 

4. How do you assess media literacy outcomes? 

a. Could you tell me more about that? 

b. Could you please provide examples of how you have assessed media literacy in 

the past (summative, formative or memorable examples)? 

c. (if not having assessed media literacy personally) How do you think media 

literacy scholars and professionals should assess media literacy outcomes? 

d. (if not having assessed media literacy personally) Why have you not personally 

assessed media literacy outcomes? 

5. What are challenges you have encountered when trying to assess media literacy 

outcomes? 

a. Could you tell me an example of a memorable challenge you have encountered? 

b. (if not personally having encountered any challenges) What could be challenging 

about assessing media literacy outcomes? 

c. (it not personally having encountered any challenges) What has your experience 

with media literacy assessment been like?  

6. Could you tell me how you solved any challenges you have encountered regarding media 

literacy assessment? 

a. How do you think these challenges could be overcome? 

b. Could you tell me more about that? 

c. Do you have any recommendations for media literacy assessment in general? 

 

Stop recording and thank participant for participating. 
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Appendix E 

Interview Consent Form 
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Appendix F 

Quantitative Survey 
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Appendix G 

Expert Reviewer Consent Form Phase II 
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Appendix H 

Expert Review Rubric: Phase II 

Expert Review Rubric/Protocol for written feedback 

Reviewer name: Click here to add text   Date: Click here to add text 

In the first section, please review the survey protocol. Then review the rubric below and provide comments regarding the alignment and clarity 
of the individual research questions with the survey questions.  

Research questions Survey questions Comments about 
alignment of 
individual research 
questions with 
survey questions 

Comments about 
clarity of the 
individual research 
questions and survey 
questions 

Questions to 
better understand 
the background of 
the respondent 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click here to add 
text 
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Questions to 
better understand 
the background of 
the respondent 
 
 

 

 

 

Click here to add 
text 

 

 

Click here to add 
text 
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RQ1: What 
outcomes do 
media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars identify as 
important to 
assess? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Click here to add 
text 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click here to add 
text 
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RQ1: What 
outcomes do 
media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars identify as 
important to 
assess? 
 
 

 

Click here to add 
text 
 
 

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 

RQ2: How do 
media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars assess 
these outcomes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Click here to add 
text 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click here to add 
text 
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RQ2: How do 
media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars assess 
these outcomes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Click here to add 
text 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Click here to add 
text 
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RQ2: How do 
media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars assess 
these outcomes? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click here to add 
text 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click here to add 
text 
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RQ2: How do 
media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars assess 
these outcomes? 
 
 

 

Click here to add 
text 

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 

RQ3: Which 
challenges do 
media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars identify 
regarding media 
literacy 
assessment? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click here to add 
text 
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RQ3: Which 
challenges do 
media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars identify 
regarding media 
literacy 
assessment? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Click here to add 
text 
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RQ3: Which 
challenges do 
media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars identify 
regarding media 
literacy 
assessment? 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Q19 is only shown 
when responded 
“yes” to Q18) 
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RQ3: Which 
challenges do 
media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars identify 
regarding media 
literacy 
assessment? 

 

 

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RQ4: What 
recommendations 
do media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars make to 
overcome the 
challenges of 
assessment? 
 

 Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click here to add 
text 
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RQ4: What 
recommendations 
do media literacy 
professionals and 
scholars make to 
overcome the 
challenges of 
assessment? 

 

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click here to add 
text 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

RQ5: How do 
responses to these 
questions differ 
demographically? 

Specific answers on questions 1-5 (questions about respondent’s background and 
context) will be compared with the answers on the other questions (for example, 
whether respondents who work with younger students may have different responses 
from respondents that work with college students, or whether English language arts 
teachers may have different responses from health teachers. 

Click here to add 
text 

Click here to add 
text 
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Please fill out the rubric regarding other aspects of the research questions and survey questions. 

 

Please provide any additional comments regarding the research and survey questions that you felt were not addressed: 

Click here to add text 

 

 

 0 points 1 point 2 points Score Comments  about score 

Bias The survey questions 
are strongly biased 
towards a certain 
answer or viewpoint. 

Certain survey questions 
are somewhat biased 
towards a certain answer 
or viewpoint. 

All survey questions 
do not bias or lead 
the respondents 
towards a certain 
answer or viewpoint. 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 

Completeness The research 
questions cannot be 
answered at all using 
the current survey 
questions.  

Some extra survey 
questions are needed to 
answer the research 
questions. 

The research 
questions can be 
completely answered 
using the current 
survey questions. 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 

Order The survey questions 
are not logically 
ordered.  

Some survey questions 
may have to be realigned 
in order to structure the 
survey logically. 

All survey questions 
are logically ordered. 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 

Privacy Many or all of the 
survey questions are 
not respectful and 
may invade the 
respondents’ privacy. 

Some of the survey 
questions are not 
respectful to ask and may 
invade the respondents’ 
privacy.  

All survey questions 
are polite and 
respectful. 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 

Time The time set for the 
survey (15 minutes) 
is much too long or 
too short to answer 
all survey questions. 

The time set for the 
survey (15 minutes) may 
be a little too long or too 
short to answer all survey 
questions. 

The time set for the 
survey (15 minutes) 
is reasonable to 
answer all survey 
questions. 

Click 
here to 
add text 

Click here to add text 
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Appendix I 

Tables  

Table I1 

Media Literacy Goals 

 n M SD 

Successfully participate in their personal, civic, and professional lives 170 3.58 0.68 

Become critically autonomous, to give students a sense of agency or empowerment 170 3.69 0.58 

Reduce the risk of unhealthy behaviors supported in media messages 168 2.98 0.89 

Reduce the harmful effects of media 169 2.81 0.98 

Enjoy producing media  170 2.99 0.89 

Have pleasure in exploring meaning and asking questions about media messages 169 3.59 0.61 

Have confidence in expressing themselves 170 3.38 0.71 

 

Table I2 

Media Literacy Outcomes 

 n M SD 

Accessing, using, and experiencing a wide variety of media messages 171 3.31 0.68 

Critically analyzing and evaluating media messages 171 3.73 0.51 

Creating and producing media messages 170 3.14 0.85 

Developing technological or practical skills 171 2.95 0.80 

Reflecting on students' own learning 171 3.37 0.69 

To become more open minded, flexible, and empathetic 170 3.34 0.80 

Collaborating with other students 171 3.22 0.76 

 

Table I3 

Role of Media Literacy 
 n M SD 

Assessment does not play a large role in my work (teaching and student 

interactions are more important to me) 

155 2.45 0.89 

I use assessment to motivate my students 153 2.63 0.70 

I assess media literacy outcomes simply because assessment is inevitable in this 

world 

153 2.48 0.79 

Assessment is critical in my work 158 2.73 0.87 

 

 

 



      220 

 

 
 

Table I4 

Media Literacy Assessment Challenges Identified by the Respondents Including Examples 

Challenge n Examples 

Lack of resources 11 “As a challenge in assessing media literacy I have many times encountered the lack of appropriate and sufficient media 

technology and tools.”  

“Access to production equipment” 

Focus on assessing lower 

order thinking and difficulty 

to move beyond it 

10 “The current trend is unfortunately to assess digital/tech skills mainly, while the core of media literacy is critical thinking and 

participation competences.” 

“Those aware of the concept interpret it in different ways, with a tendency to narrow it down to separate aspects of 

technology, communication, or media.” 

Formal assessments may not 

capture true media learning 

8 “Among those who see the potential in media and information literacy it often depends on their creativity in seeing what 

actually is going on among students. There is so much creativity and knowledge that simply isn´t recorded because it doesn´t 

appear or show itself in a manner that is recordable for teachers. The way we perceive learning and teaching in schools is still 

so formalized that actual development among students is hard to notice.” 

 “Another question is critical literacy. It is difficult to see criticality. That is more or less [a] qualitative term, from any 

quantitative point of view that could be measured.” 

School or governmental 

constraints 

8 “Tensions with state-centric view of media literacy, or specifically what it means to be ‘critical’” 

“The challenge we face is that the government has instil[led] fear in the lives of many people that are involve[d] in media 

literacy. Even most of the surveys conducted on media literacy in my country are false because the government prohibit[s] 

citizens of the country from talking about media as a whole. . . . My passion is to further my education on media but my 

family is reluctant to give me the chance because of the number of journalists killed every day in my country and many 

Gambians are suffering like me.” 

Lack of interest 8 “Apathy from people who do not understand the importance or significance of media education” 

“The main problem is that most people simply don't know what media literacy means and why it is important, making 

assessment difficult.” 

Lack of time 7 “Time is of course a problem. Time to create assessments, to check them, to mark them.” 

“An overall issue is time to properly assess and explore said media.” 

Varying student entry levels 

and perceptions 

7 “Applying assessment criteria consistently, particularly with students with very mixed abilities and coming from different 

backgrounds and experiences” 

“Many different perspectives and perceptions of learners and users, in addition to skill levels” 

Lack of training 6 “Lack of discipline-based preparation of colleagues. Mine were mainly former professional journalists or part-time journalists 

or part-time instructors who knew nothing about assessment.” 

“Teachers whom we train rarely have own ideas on how to assess media literacy.”  

Media literacy is too broad 

and too complex to measure 

6 “The concept of media literacy is too wide to be able to measure. It contains so many types of skills, knowledge, attitudes, and 

combinations of these three.” 

“There are so many different forms of media today that having a critical understanding of all of them is very difficult.” 
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Lack of research 5 “Lack of longitudinal data” 

“The literature on media literacy is largely shaped by case studies and lacks a clearly defined set of outcomes by competency” 

Skills may not transfer to 

real life 

5 “Raising awareness does not necessarily change behavior” 

“So the impact of media literacy on real life, or the transfer of media literacy skills from in-classroom to out-of-classroom, is 

usually limited.” 

Lack of comparability across 

classes and schools 

5 “When media literacy methods are integrated well, every teacher is doing something different, so comparisons are 

challenging.” 

“The fact that different schools have different interpretations of student ability” 

Lack of clear definitions and 

standards 

5 “There are few written standards” 

“Missing standards for assessment” 

Media literacy is a changing 

field, making assessment 

ever-changing 

4 “The growing use of technology means that we must constantly review and update our methodologies.” 

“Media literacy is in a constant state of flux depending on technological developments, countries specificities, terminology” 

Media literacy is always 

context bound, requiring 

multiple assessments * 

4 “Socio-cultural context is extremely important and there is no any essential literacy practice without changing context. 

Therefore assessing media literacy is difficult.” 

 “I think most media literacy materials that have been created are ethnocentric. . . . I have ended up scrapping almost all media 

literacy materials that are used by mainstream media literacy organizations and have had to develop my own approach.” 

It is difficult to quantify 

media literacy learning 

3 “Critical thinking is a personal, individual process, and it cannot be fit easily into a series of checkboxes.” 

“Since the program has been implemented, there have been zero [cyber-incidences], and academics scores have risen. How do 

you measure, determine whether this is at least partially attributed to the one hour behavioral classes on how to use digital 

tools wisely and safely?” 

Teachers and students have 

different goals and 

backgrounds 

3 “Differences between student experiences and between student / teacher experiences.” 

“The disproportion between the expectations of participants and goals of lecturers” 

Difficult for students to 

express themselves 

3 “Writing skills - they find it hard to express complex ideas.” 

“The challenge is to make the students think of and express their experience.” 

Control inherent to 

assessment contradicts 

creativity and critical 

autonomy 

3 “I strongly believe that rubrics place limits and a boundary around work and stifle creativity - both in practical and theoretical 

work. Rubrics are the enemy of the creative.” 

 “I do not believe in rigid systematization when the matter is critical use of the media” 
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Table I5 

Perceived Challenges to the Field of Media Literacy Assessment 

 

 

 Not a 

challenge 

A minor 

challenge 

Major 

challenge 

M SD 

There is a lack of teacher  preparedness and teacher training to 

assess media literacy outcomes (n = 116) 

15 (12.9%) 23 (19.8%) 78 (67.2%) 2.54 0.72 

When assessing a media production piece, you cannot fully 

observe media literacy learning by only looking at the product 

as you miss the context in which it was produced (n = 112) 

20 (17.9%) 51 (45.5%) 41 (36.6%) 2.19 0.72 

Formal assessment (such as multiple choice questions or 

written exams) may not capture true media literacy learning (n 

= 110) 

19 (17.3%) 41 (37.3%) 50 (45.5%) 2.28 0.74 

Media literacy outcomes are not explicitly defined, so it is not 

clear what should be assessed (n = 113) 

30 (26.5%) 45 (39.8%) 38 (33.6%) 2.07 0.78 

Assessments capturing higher order thinking skills related to 

media literacy are time consuming, expensive, or complex to 

develop (n = 112) 

19 (17.0%) 42 (37.5%) 51 (45.5%) 2.29 0.74 

Self-assessment surveys may not measure people's true skills 

as people cannot validly judge their own skills (n = 107) 

14 (13.1%) 69 (64.5%) 29 (22.4%) 2.09 0.59 

It is difficult to take your own philosophical views out of 

assessment and to think about the influence of your own 

background on the way you assess students (n = 104) 

30 (28.8%) 52 (50.0%) 22 (21.2%) 1.92 0.71 

Students often seem to say what I want to hear, rather than 

what they truly think or feel (n = 105) 

37 (35.2%) 50 (47.6%) 18 (17.1%) 1.82 0.71 

Different teachers often score the same students' work 

differently (n = 105) 

23 (21.9%) 52 (49.5%) 30 (28.6%) 2.07 0.71 

I believe that there is a contradiction between the control that 

is inherent to assessment and the development of critical 

autonomy in the learners (n = 109) 

33 (30.3%) 47 (43.1%) 29 (26.6%) 1.96 0.76 

It is difficult to go beyond the assessment of lower order 

thinking skills (n = 106) 

40 (37.7%) 44 (41.5%) 22 (20.8%) 1.83 0.75 

It is very difficult to control learning environments in media 

literacy research and to therefore get valid quantitative results 

(n = 103) 

33 (32.0%) 48 (46.6%) 22 (21.4%) 1.89 0.73 

Comparing the scores of one class or school to the scores of 

another class or school is difficult (n = 99) 

31 (31.3%) 43 (43.4%) 25 (25.3%) 1.94 0.75 

I feel very limited when it comes to assessing media literacy 

due to outside influences (such as governmental decisions and 

other decisions out of my control) (n = 103) 

61 (59.2%) 30 (29.1%) 12 (11.7%) 1.52 0.70 
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Table I6 

How Respondents Have Overcome Media Literacy Assessment Challenges Including Examples

Solutions n Examples 

Collaboration 19 “In my state, where media education is quite strong, I have built a strong network of collegiate support from fellow media teacher[s] to 

which I can turn to for advice. This is particularly handy given I am the only media teacher at my school.” 

“I overcame challenges by listening to teachers, designing together with teachers.” 

“Cross marking with media colleagues from adjacent secondary schools used to engender more accuracy in assessment across schools” 

Being flexible and 

redefining assessments 

over time 

14 “Every semester I improve my core questions and techniques to dismantle the media messages as well as my references to interpret 

their outcomes.” 

“I'm updating the assessment criteria for each group I'm working with, there is no such thing as complete criteria for every group.” 

Developing clear standards 

and criteria (which may 

depend on the context) 

8 “By narrowing it down to specific parameters and making it age and intelligence specific.” 

“If you are confronted with the necessity of film and media literacy assessments in my opinion one of the most important things is the 

knowledge about and the application of the criteria of assessing in specific contexts.” 

Assess media literacy more 

formatively and informally 

8 “I prefer informal ways of media literacy assessment.” 

“We have to get educators to believe in the value of assessment for themselves, as a check on what's going on in the classroom and 

signal as to what is/isn't working, for their students, as a way to demonstrate what they've learned and how far they've come and where 

they might want to dive deeper or flesh out in the future.” 

Allowing for freedom in 

assessment practices 

5 “Unfortunately, this is not a practical solution, but I'm against state standards and I don't like how they impose upon media literacy, 

which should be organic. I'd prefer to media literacy outside of schools, because it allows for more freedom.” 

“As long as the students are productive and creative I'm happy. Standards imposed from the outside crush learning and diminish human 

wonder.” 

Using a variety of 

assessment instruments 

5 “It's in any research methodology - it is best to triangulate, balance the basic skills exam (writing), formalized discussion / reflection 

(speaking and listening) and actual production outcomes.” 

“I use various methods and tools to assess students learning.” 

Training and professional 

development 

5 “Attending professional development sessions” 

“The issue of media and information literacy to be part of school curriculum has been a big challenge and we have overcome this 

through organizing workshops in school and train them on media ethics incorporating child rights.” 

Reserving time for 

assessment 

4 “Lots of late nights, lots of emails to students back and forth helping them learn how to edit work” 

“By taking much time to observe, talk, and interact with students while they are critical thinking, producing media” 

Conducting more research 4 “We also provided funds to conduct surveys at the national level.” 

“Getting involved in publication and peer review also is important.” 

Student input 3 “Ask students for their ideas about how someone could tell whether or not they had mastered a particular skill.” 

“I think it is important that both the student and the teacher agree on methods of assessment.” 

Adapting existing models 3 “Using previous models of framing (BFI, EU: MEDIA, etc.) to propose new, more inclusive models for measurement within our own 

country/education system.” 

“Using other Western countries' models - including Ireland, England, Australia, Canada, etc.” 

Use of rubrics 2 “By using rubrics. I have to formalize my criteria and validate assessment modes, before I communicate them to students.” 

“Rubrics”   
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Table I7 

Respondents’ Agreement With Previously Offered Media Literacy Recommendations 

 n M SD 

Using a variety of assessment methods 125 3.52 0.56 

Conducting more research on media literacy assessment 126 3.22 0.67 

Coming together and collaborating as a research community 127 3.33 0.61 

Being clear and upfront to students about criteria and outcomes 126 3.31 0.68 

Look for depth and sophistication in students' answers, rather than right or wrong answers 126 3.52 0.65 

Be comfortable with broad levels of achievement (as the concepts are very philosophical 

and conceptual) to avoid invalid levels of accuracy 

124 3.19 0.68 

The use of exemplars may help to improve interrater reliability (teachers scoring students' 

work differently) and to agree on a common standard 

121 2.93 0.76 

When assessing media literacy, you should become aware of your own background in order 

to avoid getting your own philosophical views in the way of validly assessing media 

literacy 

127 3.20 0.71 

 

 

 


