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1. GENERAL INFORMATION
Comunicar, Scientific Journal of Media Education, is publi shed by Grupo Comunicar Ediciones (VAT: V21116603).

This established non-profit pro fessional group, foun  ded in 1988 in Spain, specialises in the field of media education. The
journal has been in print continuously since 1994, published every six months in March and Oc tober of each year. 

Contents are moderated by means of peer review, in accordance with the publication standards established in the
APA (American Psychological Association) manual. Com pliance with these re quirements facilitates indexation in the main
databases of inter na tional journals in this field, which increases the dissemination of the papers pu blished and therefore
raises the profile of the authors and their centres. 

«Comunicar» is indexed in the Social Sciences Citation Index (SSCI), Journal Citation Reports (JCR), Scisearch,
Scopus and over 150 databases, catalogues, search engines and international repertoires worldwide.

Each issue of the journal comes in a printed (ISSN:134-3478) and electronic for mat (www.comunicarjournal.com)
(e-ISSN: 1988-3293), identifying each submission with a DOI (Digital Object Identifier System).

2. SCOPE AND POLICY
2.1. Subject Matter: Fundamentally, research papers related to communication and education, and espe cially the in -

tersec tion between the two fields: media edu cation, educational media and resources, educational technology, IT and
electronic resources, audio vi sual, tech nolo gies... Reports, studies and experiments relating to these subjects are also accep-
ted. 

2.2. Contributions: «Comunicar» publishes research results, studies, experiments and bibliographic re views es -
pecially in relation to Latin America and Europe and re garding the conver gence between edu ca tion and communication,
preferably written in Spanish although sub missions are also accepted in English. The contri butions to this journal may be:
Research papers: Between 4,500 and 6,000 words of text (including references), Reports, studies and experiments:
Between 3,500 and 5,000 words of text (refe rences in clu ded), and Reviews (500/550 words).

Unsolicited manuscripts sent in by authors are initially placed in the Miscellaneous section of the journal. The Topics
section is organized by an editor through a system of Call for Paper and specific commissions to experts in the field. If we
receive manuscripts within the deadline for a particular topic, the journal editor can pass on the manuscript to the Topics
editor for assessment and possible publication in this monographic section. The deadline for each Topic section is at least
nine months before publication.

3. EDITORIAL PROCESS
«Comunicar» confirms receipt of all articles submitted by authors and keeps the au thors informed of the process of

acceptance/rejection, as well as the editing process, in the event of acceptance. The webpage www.comunicar -
journal.com also provides in for mation about manuscript editing procedures, full guidelines for publication, as well as the
Annexes: review protocol prior to submission, manuscript structure protocol, ex ternal review protocol…

In general, once the external reports have been seen, the criteria that justify the editors’ decision to accept or reject
submissions are as follows: a) Topical and new. b) Relevance: applicability of the results to the resolution of specific pro-
blems. c) Originality: valuable information, repetition of known results. d) Significance: advancement of scientific know-
ledge. e) Reliability and scientific validity: verified methodological quality. f) Organisation (logical coherence and material
presentation). g) Presentation: good wri tten style.

4. PRESENTATION AND STRUCTURE OF ORIGINAL PAPERS
Manuscripts must be sent exclusively through the journal management centre (http:// recyt. fecyt.es/index.php/comu -

nicar/index). These publication guidelines are based on the standards of the American Psycho lo gical Associa tion (APA):
(http://books.apa.org/books.cfm?id=4200061&toc=yes).

Structure: The following three files must be sent together: cover letter, title page and manuscript (main text):  1) Co -
ver Letter; 2) Title Page and 3) Manuscript.

5. ETHICAL COMMITMENT AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
Each author must submit a statement of authorship and text originality. Previously published material will not be

accepted. The covering letter must specify the transfer of co pyright ownership of the manuscript for its publication in
«Comunicar».

www.comunicarjournal.com



International organizations involvement is essential to pro-
mote global policies and rise awareness among govern-
ments and citizens. There is a growing need for a critical,

active and plural education towards the media regardless of
age, ethnic, sex, religion or origin. From Siberia to the Pata -
gonia, from Lapland to the Horn of Africa, media content is
consumed all over the world. As Antoine Vallet stated deca-
des ago, the air we breath is composed by oxygen, nitrogen
and why not, also adverts and media messages. Internet, com-
puters, films, videogames, TV, tablets and smartphones. The
media content divide our knowledge into direct vital experien-
ces and indirect media experiences, which become also vital indeed.

The department for «Media Literacy» in the Alliance of Civilizations (UN) set up a website (www.aoc-
medialiteracy.org) where resources and open sources are available for citizens of the world in English,
Arabic and Spanish. There is also available a database in more than 60 languages of the five conti-

nents.

This participative website is aimed at sharing resources among people interested in media education. It
is divided in many sections. Among them: «Education and media literacy» (sharing information, links,
resources, organizations and events with key words), «Media education policy» (information on media

education, links to organizations, resources and useful events for policy makers, teachers, researchers and stu-
dents). Another interesting section is «Youth media» and especially «Plural+», which refers to a video festival
organized by the AoC dealing with migration, diversity and identity issues, using material produced by young
people and shared by them, creating important cultural and generational ties.

The «Magazine» section includes news and reports on the main topics (media literacy, media education
policy, youth media...). There is also a forum available to share ideas.

The Alliance of Civilizations has undoubtedly stimulated the implication of the UN on this topic, as other
organizations did in other fields (European Parliament, European Commission, UNESCO). As a result
of this cooperative work, there appeared in 2009 a document called «Mapping Media Education in the

World», with the special co-edition of Grupo Comunicar (English version: www.unaoc.org/images//map-
ping_media_edu cat ion_ book_ f i  -
nal_version.pdf). This collaboration is
still present today, and we are wor-
king on a new media curriculum for
teachers: «New Curriculum for Tea -
chers on Media and Information

Editorial
http://dx.doi.org/10.3916/C38-2012-01-01

United Nations aiming at Media Literacy Education
Apuesta de la ONU por una educación y alfabetización mediáticas

Dr. J. Ignacio Aguaded
Editor
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Literacy» (http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0019/001929/19 2971e.pdf), translated into French,
English, Spanish, Arabic and Indonesian. This will be the main topic of the next monographic issue of
Comunicar, with the contribution for experts of the five continents.

This project is supported from organizations of the five continents. In Europe: United Kingdom
(Centre for the Study of Children, Youth and Media of the University of London), Sweden
(World Summit on Media for Children and Youth, Nordicom, The International Clearing -

house on Children, Youth & Media, Göteborg University), Austria (Salzburg Academy on Media &
Global Change), Greece (Hellenic Audiovisual Institute), Portugal (University of Algarve; Lisbon
Internet and Networks Institute), Finland (Finnish Society on Media Education), Serbia (Media
Education Center), Malta (University of Malta), Russia: Taganrog State Pedagogical Institute; Russian
Association for Film & Media Education), Spain: Grupo Comunicar, Observatorio Europeo de la
Televisión Infantil;  Interactive Media Lab de la Universidad de Barcelona; Gabinete de Comunicación
y Educación de la Universidad Autónoma de Barcelona; Asociación Universitaria Carlos III, Consell de
l’Audiovisual de Catalunya. In America: USA (The National Telemedia Council, Media Education Lab
of Temple University; University of Texas; International Center for Media & the Public Agenda,
University of Maryland), Chile (Consejo Nacional de Televisión), Canada (Youth Media & Commu -
nication Initiative; Media Education Project). Africa: Egypt (Mentor International Media Education
Association de la Universidad de El Cairo), South Africa (University of Cape Town). Oceania: New
Zealand (National Association of Media Educators); Asia: China: University of Hong Kong; Middle

East: Israel (Oranim Academic College
for Education), Turkey (School of
Communications, Istanbul Bilgi Univer -
sity), Palestine (Institute of Modern
Media, Al-Quds Uni versity). And there
are also other international organiza-
tions working in Europe, such as the
EAVI (European Association for
Viewers Interests) and UNESCO (In -
for mation & Media Literacy).

Editorial
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Media Literacy in Multiple Contexts

Dr. Alfonso Gutiérrez Martín
(University of Valladolid, Spain)

Kathleen Tyner
University of Texas (Austin, USA)

Introduction

edia literacy education seeks to integrate the various texts and contexts for critical media
analysis and production into the culture of schooling. It expands the concept of alpha -
betic literacy and orality to include a wide variety of visual, moving image, simulated and
digital forms. In the process, media education conceptualizes new forms of media within

the historical, cultural, social, economic and environmental contexts of traditional literacies. The
routine, daily uses of digital devices shape human communication in a symbiotic relationship between
form, content and context. As networked devices expand communication to a vast international
audience, the mastery of contemporary literacy skills becomes increasingly complex.

This volume of «Comunicar» explores the global adoption of networked, digital literacy practices
across geographic, cultural and social borders. The research here provides diverse examples of media
education in a wide range of learning environments around the world. In the process themes and
patterns related to the global reach of new literacy and communication practices emerge.

In particular, the studies in this volume imply that a sophisticated level of insight and experience is
needed to understand the nuances of cross-cultural media texts and dialogues in a highly mobile and
globally –connected world. The concept of cultural competency– the rich, diverse and complex
strategies needed to communicate with global cultures and to transcend cultural boundaries – is a theme
that surfaces throughout this volume. 

The changing relationship between critical media reception and production is another thread that
emerges in these studies. As explored here, the relationship between the skills and knowledge that are
necessary to master both critical media analysis and critical media production are not entirely clear and
direct. This disjunction can create problems for educators who hope to integrate new forms of
«reading» and «writing» into the classroom. Fortunately, the articles open opportunities for educators
to apply and integrate the findings and reflections found here to innovative media literacy education in
both formal and informal learning environments.

It can be argued that research related to the integration and impact of new media literacy practices
in the formal learning environment is still undertheorized and provisional. As a result, research about
media literacy is often represented by small samples, cases or field tests that focus on the uses of specific
devices and their relationship to learning. In the process, the research also reveals creative ethnographic
research processes such as action research that aligns with the participatory practices of youth media
production while testing a range of methodologies for the study of new media and education. The
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articles in this volume reflect the range of
methods used to study media education.
More importantly, they contribute to a
growing body of research that can be
used to frame international and inter -
cultural digital literacy practices within
the context of formal schooling.

Access to new literacy practices is
increasingly seen as a basic human right
and a necessary condition for social and
civic participation in democratic societies.
In this volume, Manuel Area (University
of La Laguna, Spain) and Teresa Pessoa
(University of Coimbra. Portugal)
propose a model for developing new lite-
racies for citizenship in a digital society.
The authors build their model on two
main pillars: the various dimensions of
literacy; and the related competences
needed to participate in a digital world.

British scholars Alex Kendall and
Julian McDougall (University of Birmin -
gham, UK) raise important questions
about the relationships between literacy,
media literacy and media education. In
this article, the prominent focus on «the
media» is seen as a barrier to critical lite-
racy practices. The authors’ insights into the relationships between audiences, texts and technologies raise
important questions about the pedagogical practices needed to support media education.

Alfonso Gutiérrez (University of Valladolid. Spain) and Kathleen Tyner (The University of Texas at
Austin, USA) explore the role that formal education can play in addressing contemporary digital literacy
skills and practices. The authors warn that reductionist interpretations of media literacy that focus on
applied technical competencies with devices, hardware and software have the potential to severely limit
media literacy education. They highlight the need to include a broader and deeper analysis of the social
uses, attitudes, and values associated with new media tools, texts and practices.

Erin McCloskey (University of Wisconsin-Madison, USA) expands on the topic of teacher professio-
nal development in her investigation of foreign language instruction in online learning communities. Her
research supports theories about the way that online learning can be used to support intercultural
communicative competence in contemporary teacher development programs. 

Roberto Aparici (National University of Digital Education, UNED, Spain) and Marco Silva (University
of the State of Río de Janeiro, Brazil) analyse the way that new media allows every citizen to become a
unique media hub with the ability to collect and distribute media to audiences on a micro-to-macro level.
According to the authors, this new communication ecosystem, suggests a society of communicators where
everyone feeds with his or her creations and in the process, shares individual and collective knowledge.
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They propose a «feed-feed» communication model based on the individual and collective construction
of knowledge over the traditional «feed-back» model.

Australian scholar Michael Dezuanni (Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane) collaborates
with scholar Andres Monroy-Hernandez (Massachusetts Institute of Technology, USA) to study the uses
of an innovative, participatory online environment to promote intercultural collaboration and under -
standing. Their study of the Scratch Online Community exemplifies the ability for users in online
communities to move beyond parochial cultural attitudes in order to acquire the kind of engaged cultural
competency that results in authentic learning.

Guillermo Orozco (University of Guadalajara. México), Eva Navarro (Babilonische European
Research Group, University of Amsterdam. Holland) and Agustín G. Matilla (University of Valladolid.
Spain) analyse audience engagement with both old and new media, and the multiple, interactive
processes and discourses used across languages, formats and technologies as users create and send
media. They stress the need to differentiate the existing widespread consumption and connectivity from
the authentic, horizontal and creative participation of the audiences.

Joan Ferrés Prats (University Pompeu Fabra. Spain) and Alejandro Piscitelli (University of Buenos
Aires, Argentina) provide some criteria to guide media education in the contemporary digital communi-
cation environment. They offer a coordinated concept of the dimensions and indicators needed to
define new media competence. The authors propose six major dimensions: languages; technology;
reception and interaction processes; production and dissemination processes; ideology and values, and
aesthetics. These dimensions inform the design of the learning environment within the context of
participatory culture. It combines critical thinking with critical expression and envisions the resulting
support for personal autonomy as a pathway to social and cultural participation.

In addition to general reflections on «the media», the volume also explores the conventions and
practices of specific media. University of London scholars John Potter (Institute of Education) and
Shakuntala Banaji (London School of Economics) focus their research on the uses of the blog as a self-
reflective learning tool for students. In the process, they discover new areas of research related to online
identity creation, project-based learning and student preferences for digital literacy practices in the con-
temporary learning environment. 

The history of literacy reveals that media can be repurposed in ways that defy the original intentions
of its producers. In a case study of a student-produced news story about sex trafficking, Elisabeth (Lissa)
Soep, Senior Producer and Researcher Director at Youth Radio-Youth Media International in (Oakland,
California, USA) reveals the way that media texts can acquire a «digital afterlife’ in digital distribution
networks. Her study raises important questions about the ethical and pedagogical challenges that
confront media producers, audiences, practitioners and educators in the contemporary media landscape. 

The articles in this volume demonstrate that in an age of ubiquitous and pervasive digital devices,
literacy practices are increasingly global and mobile, altering human communication, social norms, and
connecting cultures across time and distance in ways that are both subtle and profound.
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ABSTRACT 
This paper proposes a model for developing new literacies of citizenship in the digital society. Using Bauman’s
metaphor, we contrast the ‘solid’ culture of the 19th and 20th centuries to the «liquid» information culture of the 21st

century in which Web 2.0 plays a fundamental role and affects many aspects of our culture. We first review the
main features of Web 2.0 through six major dimensions: as a universal library, global market, as a giant hypertext
jigsaw puzzle, a public space for social communities, a territory for multimedia and audiovisual expression, and as a
space for multiple virtual interactive environments. In the second part, we propose an integrated theoretical model
of literacy for the citizen. This model is based on two pillars: the areas or dimensions of literacy, and the
competences (instrumental, cognitive-intellectual, socio-communicative, emotional and axiological) to be developed
in citizens. Finally we contend that the new literacies amount to a civic right and a necessary condition for social
development and a more democratic society in the 21st century.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
En este artículo se propone un modelo de nuevas alfabetizaciones para la formación de la ciudadanía de la sociedad
digital. Usando la metáfora de Bauman se hace referencia a la oposición entre la cultura «sólida» predominante en
los siglos XIX y XX con la cultura de la información «líquida» en la que la Web 2.0 tiene efectos muy relevantes
sobre múltiples planos de nuestra cultura actual. En un primer momento, se examinan las principales características
de la Web 2.0 definiéndola en relación a seis grandes dimensiones o planos que se entrecruzan y son simultáneos:
la Web 2.0 como la biblioteca universal, como mercado global, como un puzzle gigante de hipertextos, como una
plaza pública de comunicación e interacción social, como un territorio de expresión multimedia y audiovisual, y
como múltiples entornos virtuales interactivos. En una segunda parte, se propone un modelo teórico de la alfabeti-
zación del ciudadano ante esta cultura digital que consta de dos ejes o planos básicos: el primero referido a los ámbi-
tos o dimensiones de la alfabetización, y el segundo a las competencias de aprendizaje (instrumentales, cognitivo-
intelectuales, sociocomunicacionales, emocionales y axiológicas) a desarrollar en los sujetos. Por último, se defiende
que las nuevas alfabetizaciones son un derecho de los individuos y una condición necesaria para un desarrollo social
y democrático de la sociedad en el siglo XXI.

KEYWORDS
Web 2.0, digital culture, literacy, new literacies, multi-literacy, competences, Internet, ICT.
Web 2.0, cultura digital, alfabetización, nuevas alfabetizaciones, alfabetizaciones múltiples, competencias, Internet.
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1. Introduction: From solid culture to liquid infor-
mation

The solid and the liquid is a metaphor (Bauman,
2000) that characterizes today’s processes of socio -
cultural change propelled by the information and com-
munication technologies (ICT) that are now every -
where. This metaphor suggests that the age in which
we live –its digital culture- is an unstable flow of
manufactured knowledge and information in a state of
permanent change and constant transformation, and
stands as a counterpoint to the mainly Western pro-
ducts of the 19th and 20th century in which the stabi-
lity and inalterability of the physical, material and the
solid predominated. 

Internet, and particularly Web 2.0, has changed
the traditional rules of the game that determined the
production, distribution and consumption of culture.
Cultural objects created in the 20th century (printed
material, cinemas, vinyl records and cassettes, photo-
graphs, etc) are disappearing. The ICT have sparked
or at least speeded up a far-reaching revolution in our
civilization that turns on the transformation of the
mechanisms of production, storage, dissemination of
and access to information; on the communicative
forms and flows between people; and on the expres-
sive languages and the representation of culture and
knowledge. The new age has generated new actors
(Internet, the mobile phone, videogames and other
digital devices) that
influence us across a
broad range of expe-
riences: in leisure,
personal communica-
tions, in learning and
at work, etc. The digi-
tal is a liquid experien-
ce very different from
solid culture’s expe-
rience of consump-
tion and acquisition,
and so requires new
approaches and new
learning and literacy
models. 

2. Web 2.0: liquid information invades our experi-
ence 

Many investigators have attempted to define Web
2.0 and describe its effects on the various strands of
our culture, largely identifying it as a reality that is too
diffuse, changeable and unstable to fit into a tidy defi-
nition. In a seminal article on Web 2.0, O’Reilly

(2005) described some of its important features: a plat-
form for software services, participative architecture,
cost-benefit scalability, transformations and remixes of
data and their sources, software not exclusively linked
to a single device, and making optimum use of collec-
tive intelligence.   

From our viewpoint the Net, that is the current
state of development of telecommunications and the
World Wide Web known generically as Web 2.0,
can be defined according to six major parameters or
dimensions of production, consumption and dissemi-
nation of culture which coexist, cross over and deve-
lop alongside each other. Web 2.0 is a universal
library, a global market, a giant jigsaw puzzle of hyper-
textually interconnected pieces, a public meeting place
where people communicate and form social commu-
nities, a territory in which multimedia and audiovisual
communication take precedence, and a diversity of
virtual, interactive environments. The information
available on the Internet is vast, multimedia, fragmen-
ted and socially constructed within technological envi-
ronments. The digital is liquid, and the 21st century
citizen needs new literacies that enable him to act as
an independent, critical and cultured subject within
cyberspace. 

• The web as universal library: the overabundan-
ce of information generates «infoxication». One of the
most remarkable phenomena marking the start of this

century is the excess of information generated by the
exponential increase of that information which is
amplified and massively disseminated by the many and
varied media and technologies available. This has
been dubbed «infoxication» (Benito-Ruiz, 2009), in
that the accumulation and excess of data inevitably
lead to saturation, or information intoxication, that lea-
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que vision of reality (be it local, national or global).
This is one of the cultural paradoxes of our age: we
have the resources and media to access a lot of infor-
mation, but the human brain’s limited capacity to pro-
cess it all means that our understanding of events is
clouded by the excess of data we receive. Many diffe-
rent authors state that the information society is not
necessarily better informed. One thing is to have
access to data, and quite another is the ability to inter-
pret them, make sense of them and put them to good
use, that is, to transform data into knowledge, knowing
how to put that information to use to suit a purpose or
solve a problem. This is a crucial objective for any lite-
rate subject in the digital cultu-
re. 

• The web as a market or
digital souk information as the
raw material of the new eco-
nomy. Information is now the
raw material of important sec-
tors of the so-called new eco-
nomy or digital capitalism. On-
line purchasing, use of public
sector services, communica-
tion via Internet with compa-
nies, associations, government
bodies, the daily checking and
handling of our finances and
other commercial activities…
are habits that are now a regu-
lar part of our daily lives. Data
and online service industries in
their various forms are now a
strategic sector in any nation’s
efforts to create wealth. Web 2.0 is increasingly beco-
ming a virtual space for financial transactions.
Companies or service institutions that operate in this
space need qualified personnel, workers who are lite-
rate in the competencies required to produce, manage
and consume products based on data management.
Equally important is enabling the client, the user and
consumer of online products to become literate, aware
of his rights and with a sound knowledge of how to
use the Web. Media literacy means training workers
of the digital industry and citizens to become responsi-
ble consumers. 

• The fragmentation of culture: the triumph of
microcontent. Web 2.0 culture is fragmented, like a
jigsaw puzzle of microcontent in which the individual
must write his own account of experiences in the digi-
tal environments. Network-driven culture consists of

short, brief slices individually separate but linked toget-
her for rapid consumption. Each unit or cultural object
(a song, a post, a comment sent to a discussion room,
a video, a text, a photo…) can be consumed by the
subject and taken in isolation from the author’s con-
text, transforming its original meaning, remixing it with
other pieces from other authors, enabling the subject
to produce an entirely unique and individual experien-
ce for himself. Creating a webpage, a blog or a wiki
seems more like collage than the production of a clo-
sed cohesive piece of work.  

Web 2.0 communication is leading to an exten-
sion and consolidation of the «telegram culture» boos-
ted by characteristics of mobile phone social interac-

tion, blogs and social networks. The epistolary culture
of the past has been replaced by the economical use of
the word and the urgency to get it to the intended
receiver. This means that we are atrophying as sub-
jects who manage forms of expression in the writing of
long coherently argued texts that contain a start, midd-
le and end (Carr, 2010). By contrast, most social net-
work texts are short and spontaneous with little
thought given to their elaboration. This is the triumph
of communicative immediacy over intellectual reflec-
tion; the triumph of SMS writing over narrative text.
Literacy must cultivate competencies in a subject so
that he can control different types of language (text,
audiovisual, iconic and sound) in various expressive
forms (microcontent, narrations or hypertext). 

• The web as a public meeting place for commu-
nication: the social networks. Web 2.0 is often refe-

Literacy must be a process of development of an identity as
a subject operating within the digital territory, characterized
by the appropriation of intellectual, social and ethical 
competences that enable him to interact with information
and transform it in a critical and emancipating form. The
goal of literacy is to develop each subject’s ability to act and
participate in an independent, cultured and critical way in
cyberspace. This is an essential universal right of all citizens
of the information society. 
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rred to as the social network in the sense that it allows
us to be in permanent contact with other users and so
construct communities or horizontal communication
groups (Flores, 2009; Aced, 2010; Haro, 2010).
These networks or virtual communities, Tuenti, Hi5,
NIng, Flickr, Twitter, Facebook, etc., enable any indi-
vidual to interact and share information easily and
directly with others and without going through an
intermediary. The Internet is not only a global network
of machines and tools; it is a public meeting place for
exchanges between people who share the same inte-
rests, problems and outlooks. The social networks can
generate strong emotional ties that come with belon-
ging to the specific collective or social group with
which we interact.  

The social networks not only show their potential
in leisure activities and informal communication, they
are also useful for professional training and education,
as seen in the creation of online practical work com-
munities. This social network duality manifests itself in
many spaces that are often divergent and seemingly
contradictory. They are used for political and social
mobilization, as has occurred recently in North Africa
and Spain. On the other hand, social networks are
also a space for exhibitionists and juvenile behaviour,
and it is common for certain types to use Facebook,
Tuenti or Twitter to divulge their opinions, photos,
songs and webpages, etc, to everyone else (suppo-
sedly their «friends»). So, literacy has to incorporate
this duality in forming subjects for socialization in vir-
tual communities and by developing communication
competencies in which empathy, democratic values
and cooperation are uppermost, as well as an aware-
ness of what is public and / or private. 

• The web as an expanding territory of multime-

dia and audiovisual expression. The web is increa-
singly full of images, sounds, animations, films and
audiovisual material. Internet is not only a cyberspace
of text and documents to be read. With Web 2.0, it is
now a place to publish and communicate through
photos, videoclips, presentations or any other kind of
multimedia file. Iconographic audiovisual language is
invading the Net’s communicative processes, and this
requires subjects to be literate both as consumers of
this type of product and as individual broadcasters
with the expressive competencies to articulate with
multimedia format and audiovisual languages. An
important tradition based on audiovisual education
and media literacy already in place has much to con-
tribute to these processes to create literate subjects

(Gutiérrez, 2003; 2010; Apa -
rici, 2010).

• The web as an artificial
ecosystem for human expe-
rience. Internet and other digi-
tal technologies are being used
to construct an artificial envi-
ronment that enables users to
enjoy sensory experiences in
three dimensions or as a mix
between the empirical and the
digital, as in augmented reality
(Cawood & Fiala, 2008). This
technology mediates between
our individual perception as
subjects and the reality as
represented by the technology

itself, to the point where the virtual and empirical
come together to generate «virtual worlds» via online
platforms such as Secondlife, Torque or OpenSim
(Cherbakov, 2009). These artificially constructed
worlds not only create an avatar or personage that
represents us but also enables us to experience intense
emotions through communication and social interac-
tion. The narrative and interactive human-machine
experience that comes with videogames provides a
new type of cultural experience that requires training
and specific literacy skills (Sedeño, 2010).

3. New literacies for the citizen of the Web 2.0
culture

Hypertext, 3D graphics, virtual worlds, videoclips,
simulations, real time and simultaneous computer-
based communication between subjects, virtual
human communities or social networks, video -
conferencing, messaging via mobile phones or
Internet, navigating the World Wide Web and multi-

The new age has generated new actors (Internet, the 
mobile phone, videogames and other digital devices) that
influence us across a broad range of experiences: in leisure,
personal communications, in learning and at work, etc. The
digital is a liquid experience very different from solid culture’s
experience of consumption and acquisition, and so requires
new approaches and new learning and literacy models. 
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media presentations are all part of a kaleidoscope of
expressive codes and communicative actions that are
manifestly different from communication via reading
and writing on paper. For almost a decade now the
literature on literacy, while acknowledging the
tradition represented by Freire’s liberating and dialogi-
cal approach and Dewey’s focus on the democratic
preparation of the citizen, as well as the contribution
of critical media education, has been attempting to for-
mulate a theory of literacy for the digital culture. Some
highly influential proposals have emerged such as the
concept of «multiliteracy» (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009),
«new literacies» (Lankshear & Knobel, 2009) and
from «Alfin» information literacy (Bawden, 2001), all
of which come from the library and documentation
fields. Likewise, new concepts appear that add adjec-
tives to digital age literacy: «technological literacy»,
«media literacy», «digital literacy», «multimedia lite-
racy» or «information literacy». Gutierrez (2010) states
that literacy for digital technology is a more complex
process than the ability to operate hardware and soft-
ware. It means being literate in the new codes and
communicative forms of digital culture. Several aut-
hors (Gutiérrez, 2003; Snyder, 2004; Monereo & al.,
2005; Tyner, 2008; Merchant, 2009; Leahy & Dolan,
2010) have tackled this question and affirmed that the

acquisition of skills for the intelligent use of new tech-
nologies requires at least an instrumental control of the
same, together with the acquisition of competencies
related to the search for, and the analysis, selection
and communication of data and information so that the
subject can transform this information into knowledge
and become a «prosumer», an active producer and
consumer of information, and develop competencies
for communicative interaction in digital environments.
The subject has the ability to appropriate and confer
meaning on the dense array of information on the Net
which is represented in multiple expressive languages.
The appropriation of meaning and multimodal expres-
sion would be new terms for the old concepts of rea-
ding and writing that are a traditional part of producing
literate citizens. Our viewpoint requires us to go fur -
ther and add new elements to those already mentio-
ned in the formulation of a theoretical proposal for the
literacy to match the new cultural changes that have
appeared with the development of Web 2.0. 

Figure 1 shows the main lines or basic architecture
of an integrated literacy model for the training of
citizens in the digital society. We have combined what
would be the learning environments or dimensions
within the various planes or settings that represent
Web 2.0, as identified in the previous section. We

have also combined
what would be the com-
petencies and skills invol-
ved in the entire literacy
process, such as the
acquisition of instrumen-
tal, cognitive-intellectual,
socio-communicative,
axiological and emotional
competencies. The lite-
racy process means the
fusion of learning com-
petencies and the action
dimensions or content
within Web 2.0, to
develop in the subject –
or facilitate the construc-
tion of- a digital identity
that enables the citizen to
act as a person with cul-
ture and independence,
with critical abilities and
democratic values. Fi -
gure 1 is the representa-
tion of this integrated lite-
racy model.
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Web 2.0 
The first element or pillar of this literacy model

refers to what a literate subject must know to be able
to use the Web 2.0. Our chart identifies the six Web
2.0 dimensions mentioned previously (Universal
Library, Global Market, Hypertextually linked Micro -
content, Multimedia Communication, Social Net -
works and Virtual Environments) and describe the
learning environments that each literacy plan, project
or programme must provide for the digital age. These
six environments or dimensions represent the «con-
tent» of literacy. A fully integrated 21st century educa-
tion must instruct the citizen how to act and participate
on the multiple planes that converge in Web 2.0 (table
1).

3.2. The competences in the literacy for digital
cultural

The second element or pillar of this theoretical
model of literacy is the identification of the subject’s
learning competence environments. We have tackled
this problem before (Area, 2001; Area et al., 2008),
identifying four
c o m p e t e n c e
environments:
instrumental,
cognitive, so -
cio-communi-
cative and axio-
logical. This
integral, educa-
tional and glo-
bal model for
literacy in the
use of ICT
requires the
simultaneous
development of
five areas of
competence in
the subject in
order to learn: 

• Ins tru -
mental compe-
tence: technical
control over
each techno-
logy and its logi-
cal use proce-
dures. This
refers to the

acquisition of practical knowledge and skills for using
hardware (set-up, installation and use of various perip-
heral devices and computing machines) and software
or computer programs (the operative system, applica-
tions and Internet navigation and communication, etc). 

• Cognitive-intellectual competence: the acquisi-
tion of specific cognitive knowledge and skills that ena-
ble the subject to search for, select, analyse, interpret
and recreate the vast amount of information to which
he has access through new technologies and commu-
nicate with others via digital resources. The subject
learns to utilize data intelligently to be able to access
information, give it meaning, analyse it critically and
reconstruct it to his liking.  

• Socio-communicative competence: the develop-
ment of a set of skills related to the creation of various
text types (hypertextual, audiovisual, iconic, three-
dimensional, etc), and their dissemination in different
languages, establishing fluid communication with other
subjects through the technologies available. This also
assumes the acquisition and development of behaviou-
ral norms with an inherently positive social attitude
towards others that could take the form of collaborati-

18
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work of choice. 
• Axiological competence: referring to the aware-

ness that ICT are not aseptic or neutral from the social
viewpoint but exert a significant influence on the cul-
tural and political environment in our society; the
acquisition of ethical and democratic values engende-
red by the correct use of information and technology
should help to avoid the diffusion of socially negative
communication. 

• Emotional competence: this deals with the
affections, feelings and emotional sentiment aroused
by the experience of acting in digital environments.
These can occur during actions that take place in vir-
tual settings, such as videogames, or during interperso-
nal communication in social networks. Literacy in this
dimension is related to learning how to control negati-
ve emotions, with the development of empathy and
the construction of a digital identity characterized by
an affective-personal balance in the use of ICT. 

4. Conclusion
The aim of making citizens literate is to help the

subject to build a digital identity as an independent,
cultured citizen with a democratic outlook on the Net.
Literacy in general, and digital literacy in particular,
must be treated as a sociocultural problem linked to
civic education, and as one of the most important cha-
llenges for educational policy makers attempting to cre-
ate equal opportunities for all in the access to culture.
Education, be it in formal settings such as schools or in
informal settings like libraries, youth clubs, cultural
centres or associations, must not only provide equal
access to technology but also instruct (make literate)
citizens so that they can become cultured, responsible
and critical subjects; knowledge is a necessary condi-
tion for the conscious exercise of individual freedom
and democracy. Equal access and empowering critical
knowledge are two facets of literacy related to the use
of digital technologies. Literacy must not be taken just
as a problem of formal education; it must also be
applied to informal education. 

The literacy of digital or liquid culture in Web 2.0
is more complex than just learning how to use social
software instruments (blogs, wikis, networks and other
cloud computing resources). Literacy must be a pro-
cess of development of an identity as a subject opera-
ting within the digital territory, characterized by the
appropriation of intellectual, social and ethical compe-
tences that enable him to interact with information and
transform it in a critical and emancipating form. The
goal of literacy is to develop each subject’s ability to act

and participate in an independent, cultured and critical
way in cyberspace. This is an essential universal right
of all citizens of the information society. Without lite-
racy, the development of social harmony in 21st cen-
tury society will be impossible. Without a population
with culture, that is, a citizenry without a solid cultural
base, there will be no liquid society, no democratic
society and no intelligent society.  
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ABSTRACT 
This article questions the relationships between literacy, media literacy and media education. In the process, we con-
nect the findings from a range of our ethnographic research and use these to propose new forms of practice for cri-
tical media literacy. By ‘after the media’, we do not posit a temporal shift (that ‘the media’ has ceased to be). Instead,
we conceive of this as akin to the postmodern – a way of thinking (and teaching) that resists recourse to the idea of
‘the media’ as external to media literate agents in social practice. The preservation of an unhelpful set of precepts
for media education hinder the project of media literacy in the same way as the idea of ‘literature’ imposes alienating
reading practices in school. Just as the formal teaching of English has obstructed the development of critical, power-
ful readers by imposing an alienating and exclusive model of what it means to be a reader, so has Media Studies obs-
cured media literacy. Despite ourselves, we have undermined the legitimation of studying popular culture as an area
by starting out from the wrong place. This incomplete project requires the removal of ‘the media’ from its gaze. The
outcomes of our research thus lead us to propose a ‘pedagogy of the inexpert’ as a strategy for critical media literacy. 

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
En este trabajo se reflexiona sobre las relaciones entre alfabetización, alfabetización mediática y educación para los
medios, relacionándolas con los hallazgos de diferentes investigaciones etnográficas, a fin de proponer nuevas formas
de práctica para la alfabetización crítica en los medios. Vivimos en la postmodernidad, en la era «después de los
medios» –y no es que ya no existan los medios–, sino que, por el contrario, surge una forma de pensar –y enseñar–
que se resiste a la idea de considerar los medios como algo ajeno a la ciudadanía en la vida cotidiana. Para el autor,
la permanencia de preceptos y prácticas anquilosadas sobre educación en los medios dificulta la puesta en marcha
de proyectos de alfabetización mediática, al igual que una visión tradicionalista de la literatura genera prácticas vicia-
das de lectura en el aula. La enseñanza formal de la lengua ha obstaculizado el desarrollo de lectores críticos y com-
petentes, imponiendo un modelo de lector unidimensional. Igualmente, los estudios mediáticos han ensombrecido
la alfabetización en los medios, subestimando la legitimidad del estudio de la cultura popular en sí misma desde un
punto de partida erróneo. La educación en medios es aun una asignatura pendiente y requiere un cambio de pers-
pectiva. En este artículo, fruto de investigaciones, se propone una «pedagogía del inexperto» como estrategia para
la alfabetización crítica en los medios.

KEYWORDS
Critical media literacy, media education, reading, pedagogy, media studies, education, media literacy.
Educación crítica, educación en medios, lectura, pedagogía, estudio de medios, educación, alfabetización mediática.
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1. Introduction: Media Literacy 
The need to set one literacy apart from another

can only be explained by a need to use the concepts
for other reasons, that is, to strengthen the professional
status of its constituencies, or to take issue with the
approaches used by proponents (Tyner, 1999: 104).
The convergence of findings from ethnographic re -
search projects undertaken over the last three years
provide us with some new and deeply problematic
research questions related to the term «media literacy»
(Bennett, Kendall and McDougall, 2011). Here, in
bringing together the accumulative outcomes of this
research, we propose new models of practice that
embed the process of meaning-making – as opposed to
the media (or its various forms of content) as central to
critical media literacy.

Media literacy has never been an accepted and
cohesively defined idea. The UK media regulator OF -
COM offered a pragmatic definition of media literacy
as consisting of three competences – accessing, com-
municating and creating. But Bazalgette is only one of a
number of media educators who finds the term proble-
matic. The very term «media literacy» is inherited from
an outworn and discredited 20th century tactic; that of
adding the term «literacy» to topics and issues in an
attempt to promote them as new and essential aspects
of learning (Bazalgette, cited in Murphy, 2010: 24).

If we consider that, a year after offering this criti-
que at the European Congress of Media Education
Practitioners, Bazalgette convened an international
Media Literacy Conference in London, the complexity
of the issue is apparent – media education practitioners
use the term for pragmatic and political leverage whilst
arguing for alternative semantics with one another.
Bazalgette’s preference is simply to return to a refra-
med version of literacy as opposed to a set of variants
(media literacy, new literacy, digital literacy, game lite-
racy), but –as we shall discuss– David Buckingham
(2010; 2011), another leading protagonist in media
education – is highly skeptical of «multimodal literacy»
work. Buckingham has recently observed the declining
prominence of media literacy in policy rhetoric and
implementation, from the peak in attention shortly after
the inception of OFCOM – a regulator charged with
a neo-liberal agenda for equipping citizens with the
necessary competences for responsible participation in
digital media – to the current reformulation of this as
«digital literacy» – a more industry-friendly version,
further away from the conceptual and critical practices
of media education:

There is now an urgent need to sharpen our argu-
ments, and to focus our energies. There is a risk of

media literacy being dispersed in a haze of digital tech-
nological rhetoric. There is a danger of it becoming far
too vague and generalized and poorly defined – a mat-
ter of good intentions and warm feelings but very little
actually getting done (Buckingham, 2010: 10).

There is a deep irony in the link between any kind
of formal education and digital literacy, of course,
which is simply but powerfully expressed here by
Instrell who remarks that «we are all aware of the
bizarre fact that the only time many learners are not
connected digitally is when they are in the classroom»
(2011:5). For Buckingham, three obstacles are identi-
fied as impeding a more far reaching implementation
of critical media literacy, of which the move to «digital
literacy» is just one. The other two are the Media
Studies 2.0 intervention (Merrin, 2008; Gauntlett,
2002) which he derides as a patronizing and naïve
«techno-euphoria», and the renewed interest of media
educators in «the literacy brigade» from whom media
educators have developed a set of approaches to a
«multimodal media literacy lens» (Instrell, 2011) which
Buckingham views as an over-extension of linguistics
into social theory. These three developments, he sug-
gests, have served to, in different but connected ways,
undermine the potential of media literacy to be taught
as a kind of critical thinking – instead, technology, tex-
tual modes and overstated claims to democratization
are celebrated uncritically and the educational respon-
se to them is reduced to a set of competences and
skills. 

The way out of these various cul-de-sacs would
appear to be a sharper focus on the objectives of criti-
cal media literacy in the twenty first century – a clearer
view of what we want to achieve. It is our contention,
though, that this can only be achieved if we first depart
from the idea of the media itself as, fundamentally, it is
this mythical construct – ignored by media educators in
the «internal politics» we have described here - that
has most seriously impaired our vision. 

2. Contention: Looking at the media
The media, as more than merely a technical gram-

matical plural, is constructed out of a need to preserve
a status outside of it, to maintain it as other, to be loo-
ked upon with the pedagogic gaze through judgments
which - in the case of media literacy - are conservative
in their preservation of the idea that there exists the
media to be critical about. The media exist no more
than literature exists. Both are constructions, demarca-
ted for particular forms of pedagogic attention but nei -
ther are read critically, in Gee and Hayes’ sense
(2011: 63), by students.



Our argument here is not an extension of the
much-contested idea of Media Studies 2.0 although
we have found that intervention helpful in so much as
it has asked us to re-connect media education to peo-
ple and disconnect from the media. We do not subs-
cribe to any technologically determined paradigm shift.
But we do propose that new digital media has created
a visible space for what was already happening in bet-
ween people and media – and hence we can see
more clearly now what was already, but less obser-
vably, there. Going back to the multimodal, new digital
media does serve to complicate beyond repair the idea
of the singular text: 

Even if you don’t accept the ecological metaphor,
there’s no doubt that our emerging information envi-
ronment is more complex – in terms of numbers of
participants, the density of
interactions between them,
and the pace of change – than
anything that has gone before
(Naughton, 2010: 10). 

Laughey (2011) also deri-
des Media Studies 2.0 for its
over-stated technological
determinism, lamenting what
he sees as a move away from
«critical thinking» and, in this
sense, his views chime with
Buckingham’s. However, in
seeking to offer an alternative,
Laughey adopts a Leavisite
«enrichment’ position: 

Those positive standards
of quality, whether in literatu-
re, drama, music, film, televi-
sion, radio, in the press or on the web remain cons-
tant. Rather than appealing to the lowest common
denominator of mass appeal and sentimental melodra-
ma, the best of popular culture captures something ori-
ginal and progressive about the social, political and
moral attitudes of its time. That’s why we will always
value Hitchcock over Hammer Horror, «The Wire»
over «Without a Trace», The Beatles over The Bee
Gees, serious over citizen journalism. (Laughey, 2011:
16)

Laughey here reinforces the (unhelpful) binary
opposition between an «uncritical» embrace of the
supposedly democratizing impact of new digital /
social media and this «canonical» idea of «serious» cri-
tical study. Neither, of course, are helpful. Instead, in
the interests of a universal project for critical media
literacy, we should be thinking reflexively about the

way that cultural products connect with peoples’ cons-
truction of their selves and how media play a part in
performance of identity – through affiliations and affi-
nities that signify within language games and foster the
connecting of people to one another – on or offline. A
critical understanding of how we attribute meaning to
cultural material, along with how we attribute mea-
ning to ourselves – must surely be the «key competen-
ce» of media literacy. 

3. Methods
The argument we present here is a summary of a

convergence of a range of research outcomes, peda-
gogic strategies and dialogic work with texts of various
kinds conducted over the last three years (Bennett,
Kendall & McDougall, 2010). Our agenda is to raise a

set of important and challenging questions for every -
one concerned with media education and its current
and deeply problematic variant – media literacy. The
findings from three specific research interventions
form the basis of our later discussion and suggestions
for critical media literacy in the future. This article can-
not provide substantial detail on these individual re -
search projects, all of which are discussed in other arti-
cles, as our focus here is on the collective weight they
add to our argument and how we can locate this in
current discussions about the future of media literacy.
However, a summary of each intervention is as
follows. 

More broadly, a critical discourse analysis of
Subject Media (the institutional form of media educa-
tion) involved a deconstruction of the assumptions at
work, and their manifestation in social pedagogic prac-
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Despite the arguments over access, participation, techno -
logical affordances and what happens to literacy in new
media environments, there is a shared desire amongst media 
educators to find a way of doing critical media literacy at
this time, in this changing landscape. In many ways, our
pedagogy of the inexpert is nothing new – we merely extend
existing ideas about facilitation and the shared construction
of knowledge, along with elements of «deschooling». 



tices in the teaching of the key conceptual framework
for media education. To this end, each of power,
genre, representation, ideology, identity, history,
audience, narrative, technology and pedagogy itself
were the subject of discourse analysis, in response to
which a series of strategies for dealing with (or dispen-
sing with) each concept «after the media» were propo-
sed (Bennett, Kendall & McDougall, 2011). Informing
this were a critical discourse analysis of the socio-cul-
tural framing of Subject Media (McDougall, 2010) and
the three interventions we turn to here - research into
perceptions of reading and being a reader by partici-
pants in the Richard and Judy Book Group (Kendall &
McDougall, 2011); a mixed-methods study of male

teenage gamers telling stories about their experiences
in «Grand Theft Auto 4» (Kendall & McDougall,
2009) and a «multi-modal» remixing of Morley’s
Nationwide Study (1980) with contemporary applica-
tion to audience groups’ engagements with «The
Wire» (McDougall, 2010). Each of these research stu-
dies were analysed for their potential to transgress or -
thodox «othering» arrangements of teacher-student
and media-audience which, we argue, serve to repro-
duce culture and power relations that exclude by the
imposition of self-regulatory identity-practices. Our
thesis for After the Media is, then, informed by this
series of ethnographic research interventions that have
explored various ways of «doing media literacy» by
fixing our attention on people and how they attribute
meaning to culture and to their own reading and lite-
racy practices – ways of being with others, and the
role that media might play in this. 

4. Results 1: On Being a Reader
For this study (Kendall & McDougall, 2011) the

discussion prompts offered for the discussion of parti-
cular novels on the website of the Richard and Judy
book club (http://www.richardandjudy.co.uk) were
analysed in relation to ideas about literature, reading
and being a reader with particular attention to what
the function of the interactive new media context for
this might be. 

Collins (2010) observes the transformation of
American literary culture into popular culture and the
role played by new digital media in this genealogy.
Alongside institutional determinants related to the con-
vergence of publishing and other media forms, Collins
describes a fragmentation in the dynamics of access to
literature: 

A number of other factors
are the result of changes in
taste hierarchies – the radical
devaluation of the academy
and New York literacy scene
as taste brokers who maintai-
ned the gold standard of lite-
rary currency, the collapse of
the traditional dichotomies that
made book reading somehow
naturally antagonistic to film
going or television watching,
and the transformation of taste
acquisition into an industry
with taste arbiters becoming
media celebrities. And perhaps
the most fundamental change

at all, the notion that refined taste, or the information
needed to enjoy sophisticated cultural pleasures, is
now easily accessible outside a formal education. Its’
just a matter of knowing where to access it, and whom
to trust (Collins, 2010: 8).

Collins does not appear to be concerned with fur -
ther dismantling the categories at work here - «refined
taste», «sophisticated cultural pleasures» and, of cour-
se, the idea of literature itself. Nonetheless there is a
resonance here with the project of media literacy and
in particular the claims that Media 2.0 has a similarly
fundamental impact on cultural hierarchies. To what
extent, though, can these «taste dynamics» change
purely through access alone, if the contextual elements
of «distinction» (Bourdieu, 1984) and textual value
remain intact? 

An example of the kind of «celebrity arbitration»
Collins describes, in the UK, is the Richard and Judy
Book Club. However, whilst clearly offering an «out
of school» route into engagement with literature, our
research suggests that this new popular cultural
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domain, in its provision of prompts for reading group
discussion of its listed novels, operates in a hybrid
space between opening up reading to an audience
connected by a daytime TV show and maintaining
schooled literature appreciation discourses. In this
example, the imposition of the idea of «thematic signi-
ficance» is discussed: 

Readers are interpellated into the act of discussing
something that is assumed to exist – thematic signifi-
cance. This is presented as objective, in that such a
theme can only be significant if it exists and can be loo-
ked at and known as such, outside of the thinking of
the reader. There is no space for the reader to think
that the phrase is not thematically significant, or that
themes are questionable or that the idea of lines from
a novel echoing other lines is subjective. (Kendall &
McDougall, 2011: 18) 

Just as this «reaching out» by the Richard and
Judy group on behalf of and by the idioms of «Subject
English» is a conservative practice, so too can media
literacy be viewed as an intervention which appears
more progressive than it has proven – in its normative
and regulatory impact - to be.

The theorisation of reading practices at work in
research into literacy is fundamental to the study of
how people attribute meaning to media but that this
domain has been largely ignored in favour of reductive
models of media literacy. Ideas about reading in the
discourses of media literacy are very similar to those
that dominate other text conscious subjects like English
and, so, a cross disciplinary idea of reading is in place
that is rarely challenged - what Bernstein might call a
«horizontal discourse» (1996). A multimodel, or
«transmedia» approach will not in and by itself do
much to subvert this more general meta-narrative of
sense-making that understands text, reader, author and
reading in particular as bound concepts - stable, fixed
and certain - contributing to meaning making and
taking in obvious and predictable ways. 

4.1. Results 2: Just Gaming
Assessing the outcomes of a study (Kendall and

McDougall, 2009) of young male players of «Grand
Theft Auto 4» and how they talk and write / blog
about in-game experiences in relation to theories of
narrative from Subject Media, our approach to play
was concerned with the brokering of particular ways
of being in different modalities of practice. Participants
play with the game, against and through the game for
multiple audiences (us, each other, the online commu-
nity) performing and re-performing versions of their
(male) selves. To re-think young men’s participation in

game cultures as a form of ritualised performance
opens up new possibilities for re-reading the functio-
nality of gaming in young peoples lives. 

A group of 16-17 year old players were connected
on a Facebook blog, sharing, to an open brief, narrati-
ve accounts of their gameworld experiences in the
weeks after the release of the game and were subse-
quently interviewed with a set of common questions
followed by supplementary enquiries to explore the
style and content of their blog posts. 

Drawing on post-structuralist understandings of
self, Gauntlett reminds us that «we do not face a choi-
ce of whether to give a performance. The self is
always being made and re-made in daily interactions»
(2002: 141) and it this peformativity that is central to
constructions of gender. What became quickly striking
was the manner in which our participants, although on
the surface interacting with a text that has been deri-
ded for its apparently amoral representation of vice,
were contemporaneously playing with identities in
ways which might be described in Maclure’s (2006)
terms as «frivolous». Maclure understands frivolity as
«whatever threatens the serious business of establis-
hing foundations, frames, boundaries, generalities or
principles. Frivolity is what interferes with the discipli-
ning of the world» (2006: 1). Furthermore, it is preci-
sely this kind of posturing that Butler (1990) advocates
in her incitement to make gender trouble. 

Through the possibility of subverting and displa-
cing those naturalized and reified notions of gender
that support masculine hegemony and heterosexist
power, to make gender trouble, not through the stra-
tegies that figure a utopian beyond, but through the
mobilization, subversive confusion, and proliferation
of precisely those constitutive categories that seek to
keep gender in its place by posturing as the foundatio-
nal illusions of identity. (Butler, 1990: 33-34) 

We could, perhaps with some surprise, see our
gaming participants as engaged in radical moves that
threaten the stability of the binaries around which
moral panic discourses converge. The participants
shared an explicit and «knowing» meta-awareness of
how to play against, with or despite the narrative that
resonated with Gauntlett’s idea of the postmodern
«pick and mix» reader of magazines which are unders-
tood to offer possibilities for «being» that «might» be
engaged with dialogically as the (female) reader is invi-
ted to play with different types of imagery (Gauntlett,
2002: 206). Such shared and quasi-conventional
«parology» (Lyotard, 1985) – new moves in the game
that disrupt orthodox analyses of effects and of reading
itself – are perhaps our most compelling evidence that
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there is no singular way of being in a game – more of
an event than a text – like «Grand Theft Auto 4». This
has clear and present implications for the key concept
of audience in media education. 

Such playfulness around identity stands as further
evidence (if needed) of the need for a re-reading of
masculinities as a way of re-positioning young men in
relation to textual and literacy practices. Rejecting the
discourses that locate male readers as victims and
losers in terms of achievement in literacy, a further
interpretation of our data allows us to construct the
figure of the «baroque showman» – the fusion of «I» as
player and «I» as character (Nico) as an act of resistan-
ce against becoming the object of study with the truth
of identity eluded and eclipsed by the camp humour of
the interplay. Such self-knowing, critical posturing
queers, in Butler’s sense, what it is possible to know,
in the sense of grasp, about young people’s engage-
ment with popular textualities. For the development of
critical media literacy, the acceptance of this is surely
fundamental. 

4.2. Results 3: The Audience (Remix) 
Taking season 4 of the US drama «The Wire»

(which deals with the US school system), we have
explored (McDougall, 2010) how it might be possible
to remix Morley’s Nationwide study and in so doing
we were unpacking much of the Media 2.0 thesis to
challenge the part of that intervention which might
assume too much about the end of the hierarchical
nature of media production and reception at the same
time as wanting to try out the move from doing Media
to doing people. A major component, theoretically, of
this intervention was the thinking through of secondary
encoding as a refinement of Morley’s model. But in
this account, we will concentrate on the act of map-
ping the event of «The Wire» by the research partici-
pants to their textualised lives. 

Five participant groups –all located in different
ways in relation to formal education– were given dif-
ferent methods with which to reflect on the drama in
relation of their lifeworlds. From online critics to a
group of youth workers, a preferred reading emerged
but differently constructed for each group. Media tea-
chers provided an intertextual metalanguage coded as
a semiotic chain of meaning (or a taxonomy in their
words), with their own identities woven in. They
assumed that the proximal relations of «The Wire»,
«Do the Right Thing» and «Public Enemy» – and the
meanings attributed to such by white professionals (as
several choose to identify themselves – an important
detail since ethnicity was not a marker for this study)

would be understood. Drama lecturers were alike in
their eagerness to discuss «The Wire» as a text, but
more comfortable with a discourse of cultural value,
and more distant from the form – television. Though
their acquisition of cultural capital was close to their
media counterparts, their mapping of the text to their
lifeworlds came less instinctively. The youth workers
appeared to have the most at stake, contrasting greatly
with both the media teachers (for whom the reality
depicted is mediated through other media references)
and the drama teachers who confessed to having little
direct experience of such aspects of social reality. For
the youth workers the preferred reading was appa-
rently articulated through lived experience either in the
present or projected into the future (it’s gonna come
down on us). And subsequently there was less interest
in the text, the craft or its objectives. For the education
students a great deal was also at stake – their life expe-
rience and proximity to the social reality represented
was closer to the youth workers, but their optimism for
change marked their responses as different to all of the
other groups - including the online critic-fans. 

For audience after the media, what this study
revealed about «The Wire» is far less interesting than
how the research methods allowed for some more
experimental and reflexive work with people. The
reasons for the nuances and markers in the data from
each group are not only a product of location in edu-
cational social practice but also by the research met-
hod – which was different for each group – employed.
Critical media literacy research might, then, adopt this
kind of «mash-up ethnography» to move away from
the text to explore in new ways how people in culture
attribute meaning to media – the event.

5. Discussion: Scales from Eyes 
Jenkins (Berger & McDougall, 2011) draws our

attention to a new kind of relationship between people
and media: This represents a fundamentally different
culture than one where media production and circula-
tion is almost entirely professionalized. And in many
cases, we are seeing what educational theorists descri-
be as legitimate peripheral participation - that is, they
are actively watching how culture gets produced with
the recognition that they can engage and join the pro-
cess when they feel ready (Berger & McDougall,
2011: in press).

Jenkins is drawing here upon the work of Lave
and Wenger (1991), who observe the process by
which individuals make the move from peripheral par-
ticipation in social apprenticeships’ to full participation.
With this analogy we can develop a model of social
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learning by which students, through their participation
in social media education, progress from being perip-
heral to full practitioners in media audiences. So we
are no longer looking at the audience as an object of
study or at our own audience behaviour as reflection.
Instead we are conceiving of full participation in cultu-
re as the key learning outcome. This full participation
–«situatedness» in Lave and Wenger’s terms– leads to
the making of meaning and the articulation of identity,
learning to articulate in culture, through and with
media, as opposed to learning from the articulations of
others – whether elite producers, canonized texts or
legitimated fans. Once again, it is the construct of the
media which has denied us this opportunity, as a «big
Other» it imposes a distributive model of social capital
whereby this currency is always-already and can only
be acquired in relation to its
normative gaze –social capital
achieved through the acade-
mic modality– being critical
about the media, or through
the vocational modality – wor-
king within its idioms to gain
access. The in between space
will be a community of practi-
ce in which texts, events and
exchanges are produced in the
practice but the media is igno-
red. 

However, might it be that
this kind of «legitimate periphe-
ral participation» was always-
already a feature of our engagement with culture and
mediation and the role of online digital media has
merely been to make it visible? In this more mundane
sense we can see more clearly now, in the public
domain, hitherto private attributions of meaning, affi-
nity and, perhaps, creativity. If we are to find new
ways of doing critical media literacy in this context, a
new kind of pedagogy will be important – a pedagogy
of the inexpert. To use Lave and Wenger’s termino-
logy, the apprenticeship we want students serve is not
craft or skill determined, but rather that they are
apprentices in theorising their culture. Critical media
literacy teaching must strive to facilitate «mastery» in a
metalanguage which gives voice to reflexive negotia-
tion of identity – a kind of «culture literacy». 

Through a pedagogy of the inexpert we draw
alternative subject positions for teachers and students
engaged in critical media literacy work, predicated on
models of post-structuralist educational practice but
we refresh these for the contemporary environment in

which, we suggest, the fluid, context bound and
socially embedded nature of textual relations are more
ordinarily and routinely fore-grounded. The apparent
paradox of the inexpert teacher is purposeful and
intended to communicate a shift in teacher expertise
from orientation towards a mastery model of specialist
content knowledge to a co-constructivist ethnographic
model of finding out that takes as its common sense
that the textual object is a fiction of textualisation to
which models of reading are indexed and from which
the traditional tools of critical literacy emerge. 

The model of practice we’re proposing is predica-
ted on a model of reading which explores meaning-
making as a category. That is to say, rather than eluci-
dating something about genre, narrative, content or
author, instead the practice is to ask - how meaning-

making is learned; what different kinds there are; what
it is; who it is for; what sorts of things signify expertise;
and what sorts of meaning-making are done in diffe-
rent kinds of contexts? This approach asserts as pri-
mary the constructedness of reading (and attributing
meaning) within the context of cultural practice whilst
simultaneously noticing the positioning and rootedness
of individual agency within wider social relations.
Couldry (2000) pays attention to the trajectories of
individual agents negotiating «textual fields» through
the «total textual environment» and this offers a new
focus for the type of exploratory work that inverts the
dynamics of traditional investigative endeavour of text
conscious subjects from a concentration on text to a
focus on people. This does not imply the mass demo-
graphic, projected idea of audience but instead a sense
of real readers in real contexts, readers that Hills
recognises as «textualised agents [who] make certain
texts matter in a way that allows new, text-derived,
social groupings to emerge» (2005: 29). 

A multimodel, or «transmedia» approach will not in and by
itself do much to subvert this more general meta-narrative of
sense-making that understands text, reader, author and 
reading in particular as bound concepts - stable, fixed and
certain - contributing to meaning making and taking in
obvious and predictable ways. 
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We can begin to see that a critical pedagogy foun-
ded on this set of ideas might look very different to the
kind of textual analysis and audience research models
we have been used to because a pedagogy based on
this kind of understanding will of necessity be process
rather than content orientated. That is to say the focus
of study will not be the text but the tracing and analysis
of textual fields, the choices individuals make as they
negotiate myriad texts and the common patterns in
their selections. The work of the teacher in this ver-
sion of textual practice is to facilitate ethnographic
enquiry that enables young people to read the «textua-
lized stories of their lives» (Kehler & Greig, 2005:
367). This is what we think of as critical media lite-
racy. Far removed from OFCOM’s key competences,
Internet safety and digital literacy but also resistant to
the technological determinism and binary oppositions
of Media Studies 2.0 and its skeptical respondents and,
crucially, more critical – in the move away from the
media towards being with others and with media –
than the linguistic determinism of multimodality. 

For Gee and Hayes (2011), the most profound
effect of digital media is its breaking down of the res-
trictions of literacy –who has the access to the means
of production of knowledge. The implications of this
for pedagogy are obvious– the barriers between the
expert and the student mirror, in some ways, those
between the professional author / journalist / producer
and the amateur / apprentice. Enacting this kind of
pedagogical practice requires a very different kind of
teacher expertise, of course. We need a reading of
teacher identity against the grain to accept our aware-
ness of, but unfamiliarity with and inexpertise in the
particular textual fields of learners and the ways they
make texts matter. The role of the teacher in this dyna-
mic is to facilitate and scaffold the auto-ethnographic
story-telling of learners and to accept and embrace the
more unchartered, unknowable learning spaces that
emerge, learning spaces that, we assert, are charged
with productive possibility. 

In simple terms, despite the arguments over
access, participation, technological affordances and
what happens to literacy in new media environments,
there is a shared desire amongst media educators to
find a way of doing critical media literacy at this time,
in this changing landscape. In many ways, our peda-
gogy of the inexpert is nothing new – we merely
extend existing ideas about facilitation and the shared
construction of knowledge, along with elements of
«deschooling». However, our observation that the
exclusive categories of teacher / student cannot be
challenged without doing the same to media / audien-

ce is we hope, more considered, subtle, cautious and
critical than Media 2.0 and yet calling for change, for
a shift in our practice is at the heart of our analysis.
The incomplete project of critical media literacy can
be resurrected through the formulation of new local
rules and microstrategies for learning about how tex-
tual experience – but not the media – is part of making
sense of ourselves and how we might be together. 
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1. Introduction
Rapid changes in the uses of information and com-

munication technologies in recent decades continue to
generate both subtle and signficant restructuring in
every sector of society. As such, the pervasive access,
ubiquity and daily reliance on multimedia devices are
the «new normal». Their omnipresence is particulary
resonant with younger generations of users who
approach information in diverse and innovative ways
that position their daily uses of ICTs and related new
media practices as an essential life skill. 

Although education is widely seen a pathway to
personal, academic and career preparation, the educa-
tion sector lags in its comparative response to ICTs.
On the whole, its response is piecemeal and calls into
question the traditional assumptions about the design
of the learning environment and its effect on widespre-
ad social and cultural needs within the context of con-
temporary media forms, content, skills and practices.
Among the main features of the increasingly global and
digital society of the early 21st Century are multicultu-
ralism, the increased capacity to store and retrieve of
information, access to broad social networks, and the
ability to use computer networks to transcend time and
space. Instead, it could be said that the education sec-
tor is an anachronism in its own time as it continues to
prepare students for a society that no longer exists. 

When the number and types of literacy devices
used by students outside of school are compared with
the literacy tools and texts used in formal education, it
is obvious that young people must unplug to participa-
te in the classroom. In the process, they must also
power down their own habitual ways of working with
information and related cultural interests. As a result,
students transverse a polarized existence of formal and
informal learning environments. One the one hand,
they spend most of their day in schools that are far
removed from their own authentic media and informa-
tion skills, interests and needs. On the other hand, they
pursue these interests and hone their skills through
peer learning and knowledge networks in the world
outside of school. With few bridges between these
parallel worlds, many students do not even bother to
try establish connections between the informal and
formal education sectors.

From our point of view, the most dangerous rami-
fications of this mismatch is not the lack of access to
digital devices or «gadgets», nor the fact that access to
timely and relevant information is routinely blocked in
classrooms. Instead, it is much more troubling that
widespread ideals and assumptions about the mission
of compulsory schooling as a preparation for social

and civic life are unraveling. As schools increasingly
marginalize the every day literacy skills of students (and
increasingly teachers), this social contract is broken.
Given the narrow versions of literacy practiced in the
classroom, it obvious that formal schooling is not
necessary. Students would prefer to learn about the
functions of ICTs through informal environments such
as peer networks, online or even at their local compu-
ter store. The social contract for formal education
implies much more, with new forms of literacy at its
center. To reinstate public confidence in the value of
schooling for social preparation and personal fulfill-
ment, we envision a critical, dignified and liberating
concept of literacy. Efforts to reconnect and support
contemporary literacy practices in formal schooling go
well beyond competencies with digital devices and
networks. It is also important that formal education
incorporates skills and practices that support students’
critical autonomy and awareness of the relevant con-
texts of their media use. These efforts also go well
beyond a reactive response to the commercial interests
of the dominant digital media companies of the
moment.

A broader vision for the accommodation of new
literacy skills will require significant restructuring in the
education sector. With the dominance of high-stakes
standardized testing in formal schooling, it remains to
be seen how schools can transform widespread con-
tent delivery modes into critical, participatory designs
for the learning environment. In order to prepare indi-
viduals for life in a global multicultural, digital world,
formal education must also trascend the narrow focus
on test scores and grades to embrace students’ existing
knowledge, skills and practices, learned outside scho-
ols. In this way, ICTs are central to the restructuring
of most contemporary formal schooling environments
and a catalyst for revisioning the mission of compulsory
education to support and encourage active citizenship
and self-expression in a democratic society.

Many scholars stress the need to expand the con-
cept, content and purposes of traditional literacy in
order to accomodate contemporary digital, multimodal
and media literacy. In prior articles, we stress that digi-
tal literacy or media literacy are foundational to basic
education in an Information Age (Tyner, 1998; Gu -
tiérrez, 2003). In recent years, a number of scholars
have defined these new literacy concepts as audiovi-
sual literacy, informational, multimodal, media literacy,
digital competency and so on. Although the technical
proficiencies may differ, these multiple definitions of
literacy actually correspond with the same concepts,
aims and purposes of traditional literacy. It is easy to
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envision a time in the near future when these multiple
terms may be described simply as «literacy».

2. Integrating Media Into the Curriculum
Historically, as each new medium is adopted in

society, schools have attempted to integrate them into
the classroom curricula. From the uses of film in the
21st Century to the current promotion of whiteboards
in the classroom, each new device or medium has
been promoted as a benefit
and a support to learning. In
this tradition, contemporary
digital media, networked com-
munication and ICTs are most
often introduced into the curri-
culum at the discretion of the
teacher, as a an ancillary con-
tent delivery tool.

Given the ubiquity and
dominance of multiple media
in the informal education of
children and youth, it is not as
if schools are unaware of the
pervasive influence of media.
For many years, schools have
attempted to integrate media
tools and texts into classroom
practice. However, it is beco-
ming increasing apparent that
it is not enough to simply teach
and learn «with» media, but
that a comprehensive educa-
tional environment also requi-
res that students study «about»
media in order to analyze the
world of new texts, technolo-
gies and their relevant con-
texts. In the English-speaking
world, the study of media has
emerged as «media studies»
which addresses the reception
of media content, distribution
and related aesthetic and production processes within
historical, economic and cultural contexts, usually
from a social science or humanities theory base. 

Now more than ever, it is necessary to clarify and
bridge the «with» or «about» approach to media edu-
cation. At every level of education, media and digital
literacies are often approached from a strictly technical
perspective, resulting in a goal of literacy competencies
based on the way that hardware and software appli-
cations can be mastered and directly applied to tradi-

tional learning environments. As a result, media educa-
tion is often associated with simply attaining the
applied skills needed to navigate computer networks,
virtual worlds, software platforms, social networks or
media production tools and editing devices. Scholars
and practitioners have attempted to clarify the diffe-
rences between teaching «with» versus «about» media
by defining applied mastery of ICTS as «digital lite-
racy» and alternatively defining critical approaches to

media as «media literacy». However, the distinction
between the two can still be confusing.

This dichotomy still favors the teaching «with»
media over the «about» media approach in educatio-
nal institutions. For example, educational technology
courses in teacher training curricula, when they are
offered, tend to support the «with» approach. Critical
media studies and media literacy courses have strug-
gled without much success for a place in all segments
of the compulsory education curriculum in different

Perhaps the brilliance and fascination with new media 
prevent us from seeing the end goal of personal 
development, a goal shared by both media education and
general education. Perhaps the expectations created by 
technological discourses about the way that ICTs can solve
social problems require more dymystification before the 
integration of critical approaches can be seriously 
considered. Perhaps in our neoliberal society, market models
will remain focused on generating capital and consumption,
thus subsuming media literacy education under the banner
of applied education and free market discourses. Given
these scenarios, it seems more necessary than ever to focus
on the most critical and ideological aims, purposes and
approaches to media education in the service of both 
media literacy and digital competency in a global, 
multicultural world.
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countries. There are many reasons for this, not the
least of which is the dominance of commercial inte-
rests in the integration of classroom resources associa-
ted with media education, such as computer hardwa-
re, software, and presentation tools. The potential for
increased ICTs in the classroom and the resulting mar-
ket share for hardware and software sales in the edu-
cation sector, increases the advocacy for their integra-
tion by commercial interests, but it does not necessarily
mean that the new media tools are being integrated in
a way that supports learning in a meaningful way.

Media studies are an important component of
media education and often offered as an elective or

single subject area in Anglo-Saxon schools. However,
media studies is also only one strand in a comprehen-
sive program of critical media education. This breadth
and complexity is based in part on the fact that media
literacy, like traditional literacy, cuts across the curricu-
lum in an interdisciplinary way. In the last century,
media education was centered on curricular strategies
to enhance the critical reception of the traditional mass
media. Along these lines, one of the most widespread
definitions from that era was proposed by the Ontario
Ministry of Education (Canada) and is still used to this
day: «Media literacy is concerned with helping stu-
dents develop an informed and critical understanding
of the nature of mass media, the techniques used by
them, and the impact of these techniques. More speci-
fically, it is education that aims to increase the students’
understanding and enjoyment of how the media work,

how they produce meaning, how they are organized,
and how they construct reality. Media literacy also
aims to provide students with the ability to create
media products» (Media Literacy Resource Guide,
Ministry of Education Ontario, 1989).

Many authors and researchers have offered diffe-
rent views and approaches to media education and
media literacy over the past three decades. We refer
the reader to an inventory by Aparici (1996) for a
detailed catalog of these theorists from the late 20th
Century. More recently, and equally illustrative, are
two specific issues dedicated to media education and
media literacy by the scholarly journal «Comunicar»

(Various, 2007; 2009).
The rapid adoption of digi-

tal networks and new informa-
tion and communication tech-
nologies substantially modifies
media forms and content, as
well as users’ relationship with
information. This is reflected
in new approaches to media
education as it moves beyond
the critical analysis and practi-
ces related to radio, television,
film and pop culture to the cri-
tical reception and uses of
ICTs such as mobile devices,
the Internet, video games,
social networks, WebTV,
interactive digital boards, vir-
tual worlds, and so on.

Since Gilster (1997) popu-
larized the concept of «digital
literacy», many terms have

been used to describe the skills and knowledge needed
to navigate in the converged, digital media environment
of contemporary society. They include «multiliteracies»
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2000; Kress, 2000; Jenkins & al.,
2006; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; Robinson, 2010);
«multimedia literacy» (The New Media Consortium,
2005); «new media literacy» (Jenkins & al., 2006;
Dussel, 2010); «media and information literacy»
(UNESCO, 2008: 6); and «media literacy education»
(Alliance of Civilizations, www.aocmedialiteracy.org).

It is not our intention here to delve deeply into the
syntax and nuances of the diverse terminology used to
describe the various literacies related to the uses of
media and ICT, such as information literacy, multimo-
dal, transmodal, multimedia, digital, audiovisual, media,
and so on. However, it seems necessary in the context
of this bilingual issue of «Comunicar» and similar acade-

The five basic skills for media and information literacy that
were recently identified by UNESCO (understanding, 
critical thinking, creativity, cultural awareness and 
citizenship) may be worthy heirs to further the traditions of
critical media literacy from the mass media era of the last
century. These skills diverge significantly from the narrow
focus on «information processing and digital competencies»
to embrace the relevant skills related to the critical skills
necessary for competence in social, civic, cultural and 
artistic endeavors.
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mic environments to clarify some terms for discussion. 
Grizzle (2010) addresses this challenge and identi-

fies two basic trends that shed light on the relationship
between the converging areas of media literacy and
information literacy. On the one hand, information
literacy sees media education as a subset of its broader
tenets. On the other hand, media literacy conceptuali-
zes information as a subcategory of its broader spec-
trum of concerns. UNESCO (2008: 6) attempts to
bridge these two concepts with the term «media and
information literacy». By integrating the two concepts,
UNESCO seeks to acknowledge the underlying aim
of both is to support the compendium of skills, compe-
tencies and attitudes that children, youth and other citi-
zens need to function and thrive in a digital society. 

For the purposes of this discussion, we will pro-
mote the integrative position implied by «media and
information literacy». Too much time is spent highligh-
ting the differences and defending various literacies as
they compete for space in the school curriculum. In
the process, the common purposes of both new and
old literacy practices in a comprehensive education is
too often lost. And so, we will characterize various
literacies and multiliteracies as different, complemen-
tary dimensions of a multiple, global literacy. In this
regard, instead of «new literacies» it may be more con-
venient to discuss new dimensions of literacy. By
necessity, it can be assumed that these dimensions are
best discussed within the contemporary context of
ubliquitous, digital convergence and therefore includes
media literacy, digital literacy and multimodal litera-
cies.

The concept of literacy in Spain (alfabetización)
has a much different connotation. In Spanish, the term
is understood as a process akin to educating, teaching
or instructing. In other words, «alfabetización» implies
process rather than result. In contrast, «literacy»,
according to the «Merriam-Webster Collegiate
Dictionary» (www.mw.com) is «the quality or state of
being literate». This underscores the English concept
of literacy as a competency that results from the edu-
cational process. In the English-speaking world,
«media education» is the teaching-learning process
and «media literacy» is the result, that is, the knowled-
ge and skills that students acquire (Buckingham, 2003:
4).

Although the «RAE (Real Academia Espanola)»
dictionary (http://rae.es/rae.html) also defines literacy
as «action and effect of literacying» (acción y efecto de
alfabetizar), when talking about media literacy, practi-
tioners usually refer to a process or action and not to
the result. Recently, the «RAE» incorporated the term

«alfabetism» as «basic knowledge of reading and wri-
ting» (in opposition to «analfabetism», or illiteracy. «Alfa -
betism» is closer to the English concept of «literacy».
Although perhaps tedious, in the spirit of cultural com-
petency, it is not possible for a fruitful bi-lingual discus-
sion of terms such as «media education» or «media lite-
racy education» to take place if these nuances are not
understood.

In any case, the concept of literacy that encompas-
ses media literacy, digital literacy and multimodal lite-
racy implied in the UNESCO term, «media and infor-
mation literacy», also diverges into two concepts that
we must include here for purposes of discussion.
These are:

Critical Literacy. In recent decades, some authors
who speak of new literacies, especially those more
focused on new digital devices than on their uses by
people, have ignored or rejected more critical or analy-
tical approaches to media education. As noted by
Gutiérrez (2008), the basic principles of a critical edu-
cation are perfectly compatible with the tenets of
media education.

Functional Literacy. In 1970, UNESCO (1970: 9)
explained this concept in this way: «Functional literacy
differs from traditional in that it is not an isolated, dis-
tinct, or even an end in itself, but it allows us to consi-
der the illiterate as an individual or a member of a
group, according to a given environment and to a
developmental perspective». In later UNESCO (1986)
documents, the «illiterate» concept is diminished and
the social characteristics of literacy and its contribution
to the social good are stressed: «Functional literacy
refers to people who can perform all activities neces-
sary for the effective function of their group and com-
munity and that also allows one to continue using rea-
ding, writing and calculation for his own development
and that of their community».

Although dated, the statement is useful for an
understanding of the fidelity of these concepts on a
continuum of alphabetic to media literacy. It positions
literacy as the ability to encode and decode messages
in different languages and media, compatible with
contemporary assumptions about media literacy.
Further more, the concept of community that UNES-
CO refers to in 1986 is still applicable to a global, mul-
ticultural society today. It stands to reason that as
media becomes increasingly social and universal, so
does media literacy.

3. Media literacy and digital competence
Although the term «literacy» is closely associated

with orality, alphabetic practices and digital media, it



can be considered, in its broadest sense, as a threshold
to support basic life skills and access to social capital.
In the beginning, the basic competencies for print lite-
racy was to decode written text (to read) and to pro-
duce alphabetic and numeric texts (to write). Since the
second half of the last century, this decoding and
encoding process also included audiovisual codes and
languages. The current development of ICTs de -
mons trates again that form and content are closely
related to processes involving the encoding of informa-
tion and the structuring of knowledge. The point is
that literacy is a concept that is vibrant and dynamic
and constantly evolving. Its attainment provides the
basic foundations for improving one’s life chances and
engaging in society with purpose and dignity.

In December 2009 the European Parliament
approved the introduction of a subject of «educación
mediática» (Media Education) a term that has come to
replace «educación para los medios» (Education for the
Media) in Spanish. With a focus on access, it was
recommended that this subject, or related course,
should be integrated into the curriculum at all levels of
schooling. In the report that was adopted by the ple-
nary, the members of Parliament also stressed the need
to improve the infrastructure in schools so that children
are ensured access to the Internet. It also promoted
media literacy for adults who are engaged with chil-
dren’s media use habits, such as parents and teachers.
The report explains that media literacy involves the abi-
lity to understand and critically evaluate various aspects
of different media and to accurately filter information
received through a torrent of data and images. The
report argues that developing this capacity is essential to
leveraging the opportunities of the digital age.

The balance between an emphasis on analysis
(reading) and production (writing) has been an issue in
literacy education and this report is no exception. The
report adopted by the European Parliament positions
copyright protection and strong intellectual propery
rights as central tenets of media education. In other
sections of the report, the Parliament recommends the
production of media in the practical training of stu-
dents and teachers. However, concepts of media edu-
cation related to the creative and participatory produc-
tion of multimedia products through shared knowled-
ge creation, free culture, Creative Commons, or other
free licensing platforms are not mentioned in the
report. As a result, the recommendation favors a
model of media «consumption» with strong protection
for commercial interests and ignores issues of fair use
and protection for user generated content in the «pro-
sumer» model. 

Again in this regard, the UNESCO (2008: 6) defi-
nition for media education provides a more balanced
concept for media and information literacy that sup-
ports both critical reception and critical production of
media products. Although it is fair to say that the social
norms regarding fair and ethical uses of media are
unresolved in a time of rapid proliferation of digital
practices, the UNESCO concepts imply user respon-
sibility for the ethical uses of information in order to
participate in a cultural dialogue, within the context of
critical autonomy and creative production. In this
regard, it can be said that some potential core compe-
tencies for media and information literacy potentially
revolve around «5Cs»: Comprehension, Critical
Thinking, Creativity, Cross-Cultural Awareness, and
Citizenship.

In this context, we can discuss «competencia digi-
tal» (digital competence) in a more comprehensive
way. Also, in the spirit of cultural competency, it is
important to note that although «digital literacy» is
usually translated from Spanish to English as «alfabeti-
zación digital», the Spanish term «competencia digital»
(digital competency) is actually closer to the broader
competencies for literacy in contemporary society.

Since the last decades of the 20th Century, educa-
tional reform discussion have increasingly centered on
concepts of competence-based or standards-based
designs for learning as the dominant discourse in the
education sector. A prime example is the European
Commission and Member states participating in the
Eudcation and Training 2010 Work Programme. The
Programme established key competencies for lifelong
learning, published in the «Official Journal of the
European Union» (December 30, 2006: L394).
Member states of the EU are encouraged to use these
competencies as guidelines to direct their educational
policies. In this context, Spain now considers the core
competencies as a basic educational goal of compul-
sory education, as reflected in its current Education
Act.

For example, in the Real Decreto 1513 (December
7, 2006), eight core competencies are defined for the
Primary Education curriculum: 

• Linguistic communication.
• Mathematical.
• Knowledge and interaction with the physical 

world.
• Information processing and digital.
• Social and civic.
• Cultural and artistic.
• Learning to learn.
• Autonomy and personal initiative competencies.
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Of particular relevance to our discussion here is
number four, information processing and digital com-
petencies, which encompasses the ability to seek,
obtain, process and communicate information which
can then be tranformed into the creation of knowled-
ge. These competencies incorporate a diverse range
of skills, ranging from access to information to the
capability to analyze it, produce it and distribute it in a
variety of forms, incluiding the uses of information and
communication technologies as essential tools for
information gathering, learning
and communication.

Information processing and
digital competencies are also
associated with searching,
retrieving, sorting, storing,
recording, processing and
analyzing information by strate-
gically using a variety of strate-
gies to verify the source and dis-
course of the communication
for each form of media com-
munication (textual, numeric,
iconic, visual, graphic, sound,
etc.). This process includes
decoding and recognizing pat-
terns of communication that
can be applied to different
situations and contexts. It inclu-
des knowledge of the affordan-
ces for different types of infor-
mation, their sources, their pla-
cement and the specialized
vocabulary used for each media
and distribution network.

According to the Com -
mission of European Com -
munities, information and digi-
tal competencies «are those
that citizens require for their personal fulfillment, social
inclusions, active citizenship and employability in our
knoweldge-based society». According to these procla-
mations, consideration of the importance of the digital
and media dimensions of new, global literacy practices
in the educational sector is of the utmost importance.

There is no doubt that digital competency is an
essential life skill in contemporary society, but in formal
education, this has translated into an overly restrictive
and narrowly applied set of tool-based competencies.
This diminished and isolated iteration of digital com-
petency ignores the broader and deeper critical lite-
racy skills necessary to navigate in the Age of

Information. We argue here that repeated efforts to
isolate the two terms «media literacy» and «informa-
tion literacy» has the potential to divide and confuse
efforts to integrate authentic literacy education into the
curriculum. It becomes increasingly clear that the pro-
liferation of digital media must be addressed by the
education sector, however efforts to isolate applied
skills from critical skills also has the potential for more
clashes over curricular turf in formal schooling.

We noted earlier that the rapid development and

adoption of ICT hardware and software may parado-
xically inhibit efforts to integrate media and informa-
tion literacy education, as these devices may lead prac-
titioners and policymakers, more or less unconsciously,
to more technical and applied approaches to media
education that are focused on the uses and manipula-
tion of equipment. As previously noted, the embrace
of applied approaches over critical approaches is also
supported by vendors who hope to market new devi-
ces to the public education sector, but also by anxiety
in the general public related to the potential of work-
force development for high tech job. In the end,
current efforts to position «digital competence» as the
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We will promote the integrative position implied by «media
and information literacy». Too much time is spent 
highlighting the differences and defending various literacies
as they compete for space in the school curriculum. In the
process, the common purposes of both new and old literacy
practices in a comprehensive education is too often lost. And
so, we will characterize various literacies and multiliteracies
as different, complementary dimensions of a multiple, global
literacy. In this regard, instead of «new literacies» it may be
more convenient to discuss new dimensions of literacy. By
necessity, it can be assumed that these dimensions are best
discussed within the contemporary context of ubliquitous,
digital convergence and therefore includes media literacy,
digital literacy and multimodal literacies.
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most efficient way to address the need for educational
technology distracts from much-needed attention to
other essential priorities for media literacy education.

Buckingham (2011) articulates this confusion in his
examination of the way that the meaning attributed to
digital literacy tends to be narrower and related to the
technology itself, much as we see in articulations of
«digital competency». According to Buckingham, a
reductionist view of media literacy is spreading, due
mainly to the proliferation and spread of digital techno-
logies, but also to the way that educational bureaucrats
and policymakers implement the curricular integration
of new media. Priorities are given to content that sup-
ports the «know how» of technology used for informa-
tion management. 

In addition, media literacy is often associated with
protectionist approaches, such as Internet dangers.
Historically, protectionist approaches occur with the
popular adoption of each new medium and related
genre, from print to comic books to film to television.
In this regard, networked, digital media revives some
of the same protectionist approaches for media educa-
tion that have been seen in the past, such as the pro-
motion of media literacy education in schools in the
1980s as a way to protect children from the supposed
negative effects of television and other mass media.
Innoculatory approaches of this type emerged early in
discussions about the importance of media literacy
education in a digital age. Hopefully, as advocated by
Masterman (1993) and as seen in the last decade of
the 20th Century, the popularity of protectionist approa -
ches to media literacy education will succumb to more
critical approaches.

«Media literacy», or better yet, «literacy» (without
qualification) should address all aspects, objectives,
content, contexts and implications related to the pre-
sence and importance of media in our society. In a
way, we are only trying to revive some of the key cri-
tical approaches to media education for the «old»
media and apply them again to «new» media.
According to Masterman (1993), alll media are cons-
tructions that represent beliefs, values, and biases that
subsequently influence their reception. As such, new
media, such as the Internet, social networks, video
games and so on could be seen as educational agents.
Along these lines, it is appropriate for critical media
literacy to address the major ideological and economic
interests around ICTs and to support the critically
analysis of the political economies of media business
and the role of audiences as «prosumers». This can be
instructive in ways that avoid the moral panics of pro-
tectionist and innoculatory versions of media educa-

tion that were promoted in the past.The five basic
skills for media and information literacy that were
recently identified by UNESCO (under standing, criti-
cal thinking, creativity, cultural awareness and citizens-
hip) may be worthy heirs to further the traditions of
critical media literacy from the mass media era of the
last century. These skills diverge significantly from the
narrow focus on «information processing and digital
competencies» to embrace the relevant skills related to
the critical skills necessary for competence in social,
civic, cultural and artistic endeavors. It is becoming
increasingly apparent that although information pro-
cessing and digital competencies are inextricably linked
to media literacy, they are, at best, a threshold with
limited uses for broader fluency in diverse social con-
texts. In short, we see two risks with the current rush
to integrate media literacy education into public edu-
cation by limiting the complex subject of literacy to a
narrow set of skills that: 1) reduce media education to
the development of digital competencies; and 2) to
limit digital competencies to its most technical dimen-
sion by focusing on the narrow expertise needed to
navigate hardware and software. Curriculum integra-
tion strategies of this type exclude the necessary critical
approaches that have long been used to define the
social uses and benefits of literacy.

Perhaps the haptic pleasure of ICTs and our mul-
tiple digital devices divert us from critical contexts and
lead us to a more applied technological and narrative
approach. Perhaps the brilliance and fascination with
new media prevent us from seeing the end goal of per-
sonal development, a goal shared by both media edu-
cation and general education. Perhaps the expecta-
tions created by technological discourses about the
way that ICTs can solve social problems require more
dymystification before the integration of critical appro-
aches can be seriously considered. Perhaps in our neo-
liberal society, market models will remain focused on
generating capital and consumption, thus subsuming
media literacy education under the banner of applied
education and free market discourses. Given these
scenarios, it seems more necessary than ever to focus
on the most critical and ideological aims, purposes and
approaches to media education in the service of both
media literacy and digital competency in a global, mul-
ticultural world.
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D O S S I E R

ABSTRACT 
Foreign language ability, global awareness, and intercultural communication skills are increasingly recognized as
essential dimensions of productive participation in the emerging economic, civic, political and social arenas of the
21st century. Consequently, these skills are being promoted more intentionally than ever across the spectrum of K16
education. This newly articulated set of objectives for today’s students implies a concomitant set of competencies in
educators. These competencies have not traditionally been a focus of professional development efforts in the United
States, and little is known about how best to cultivate these competencies in educators. These competencies can be
understood in terms of Byram’s (1997) model of intercultural communicative competence (ICC). The principles of
ICC development point to online learning as a potentially powerful lever in cultivating teachers’ own competencies
in this arena. A review of studies of intercultural learning, technologically-mediated intercultural learning and online
teacher professional development is offered to suggest how these three domains might overlap. A synthesis of the
findings across these literatures suggests a set of principles and educational design features to promote the building
of teachers’ intercultural competencies. A key finding reveals the unique affordances of networked technologies in
online learning opportunities to support the development of intercultural competencies in teachers across all subject
areas.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
La competencia en lenguas extranjeras, la conciencia global y la comunicación intercultural están cada vez más reco-
nocidas como aspectos esenciales de la participación productiva en el ámbito económico, cívico, político y social del
siglo XXI. Como consecuencia, la promoción internacional de estas competencias adquiere una importancia única
en el espectro de la educación infantil, básica y secundaria en USA. El conjunto de nuevos objetivos para estudiantes
de hoy implica el desarrollo de nuevas competencias entre docentes que no han sido contempladas hasta ahora en
las iniciativas de desarrollo profesional llevadas a cabo en USA, y poco se sabe sobre la adquisición de estas com-
petencias entre educadores. Estas competencias pueden entenderse según el modelo de competencia comunicativa
intercultural de Byram (1997), cuyos principios de desarrollo se basan en señalar el aprendizaje on-line como una
herramienta eficaz para la adquisición de competencias entre docentes. En este artículo se presenta el análisis de
varios estudios sobre el aprendizaje intercultural; aprendizaje intercultural y tecnología; y el desarrollo profesional
on-line de profesores, con el fin de plantear la posibilidad de las tres dimensiones. En suma, se nos ofrece una serie
de principios sobre el diseño educativo que promueven la construcción de estas competencias interculturales en los
profesores, entre los que destaca la evidencia de que las tecnologías en red aplicadas al aprendizaje on-line poseen
aspectos únicos para desarrollar las competencias interculturales en todas las áreas.

KEYWORDS
Intercultural, competence, teacher, professional development, on-line, conceptual model, networked technologies.
Competencia, intercultural, docente, desarrollo profesional, on-line, modelo conceptual, tecnologías en red.
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1. Introduction
In the United States, foreign language ability, glo-

bal awareness, and intercultural communication skills
are increasingly recognized as essential dimensions of
productive participation in the emerging economic,
civic, political and social arenas of the 21st century,
and the call to promote these capacities in today’s stu-
dents has been sounded across the spectrum of K16
and higher education, as well as cross-sector organiza-
tions concerned with competitiveness in the global
economy (American Council on Education, 2007;
Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2009). This newly
articulated set of expectations for today’s students
implies a set of parallel competencies in K16 educa-
tors, but little attention has been paid to articulating
these competencies for teachers or imagining how to
promote them. The most comprehensive understan-
ding of teachers’ skills in this arena derives, not surpri-
singly, from the field of foreign language education,
which has been promoting intercultural learning for
over a century. Professional preparation documents,
such as those prepared by the American Council on
the Teaching of Foreign Languages (2002), imagine
teachers who are capable of engaging sophisticated
and nuanced interactional, interpretive and analytical
skills when interacting with members of foreign cultu-
res, conducting cultural investigations, and encounte-
ring cultural artifacts or information, as well as capable
of designing educational opportunities that promote
similar competencies in students. Conceptual writings
about culture in the language classroom affirm the
knowledge, skills and dispositions explicated in these
professional documents (Byram, Nichols & Stevens,
2001; Fox & Diaz-Greenberg, 2006; Kramsch, 2003).
While intended as a description of language teachers,
this portrait readily applies to teachers of any content
area in this global, mobile and multilingual world.

As envisioned, then, teachers who are capable of
promoting intercultural competencies possess know-
ledge of cultures that is deep, deliberate, and cons-
tantly evolving, and this knowledge is used in the ser-
vice of complex communicative and reflective tasks.
Teachers are critical, inquisitive and self-aware, and
their dispositions reflect a flexible orientation toward
the nature of knowledge and experience. They tolera-
te uncertainty because they are skilled in the process of
broadening their perspectives through deliberate inves-
tigation of cultural texts and experiences. Byram’s
(1997) model of «intercultural communicative compe-
tence» (ICC) sufficiently encapsulates the capacities
expected of effective teachers in this domain by inte-
grating the skills and knowledge required for sophisti-

cated learning about cultures with the dispositions,
metacognition and self-awareness required to employ
those skills and knowledge in a meaningful way. This
model of intercultural competency will be used in this
article as a useful proxy for the skills that teachers need
in order to develop students as self- and globally-
aware, interculturally sensitive, multilingual partici-
pants in global societies.

1.1. The promise of online learning for developing
ICC (intercultural communicative competence) in
teachers

The few existent studies on culture and teachers
reveal that they may lack the skills and sense of purpo-
se to teach towards this outcome. Many teachers
question the value of targeting culturally-related objec-
tives, have little experience conducting rigorous cultu-
ral explorations (Sercu, 2005), or doubt their prepa-
redness to teach in-depth cultural content (Sercu,
Mendez & Castro, 2005). Professional development
for teachers must adopt a more sophisticated approach
that better addresses the skills in culture and pedagogy
that teachers require. 

Online learning may offer teachers a unique way
to meet their professional development needs in the
area of ICC. For starters, it could offer a logistically
and financially appealing alternative to intercultural
travel programs by facilitating teachers’ interactions
with teachers from other cultures and countries.
Beyond overcoming logistical hurdles, online teacher
professional development, is increasingly being recog-
nized as a powerful context for teacher learning.
Studies of innovations on online TPD (teacher profes-
sional development), suggest that online learning can
offer teachers opportunities to participate in a profes-
sional community, engage in reflective dialog, and
build knowledge collectively (Barnett & al., 2002;
Wiske & al., 2006). These mechanisms for interaction
and community-formation have been widely acknow-
ledged to be effective levers in achieving meaningful,
durable impacts of professional development (Hawley
& Valli, 1999; Wilson & Berne, 1999). Furthermore,
online learning would offer teachers the opportunity to
practice and engage their intercultural communication
skills within the very technologically-mediated environ-
ments that increasingly pervade every sector of our
societal participation. It stands to reason that teachers
would do well to learn in ways that replicate and
reflect the communicative contexts that their students
inhabit, indeed the very contexts in which students
will apply their emergent intercultural competence. 
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2. Material and methods
The remainder of this article articulates an analytic

framework to guide the development of opportunities
for teachers to develop intercultural competence
through the incorporation of online learning. It repre-
sents the intersection between a seldom-targeted set of
skills (intercultural competence), a context (teacher
professional development) and a medium (online), all
for a specific audience (teachers-as-learners). Little
empirical literature investigates this unique intersec-
tion; therefore, the following framework integrates key
principles from a study of empirical literatures that
addresses one dimension or a subset of the dimensions
articulated above: intercultural learning, technologi-
cally-mediated intercultural learning and online tea-
cher professional development.

3. Results
3.1. Intercultural learning

A review of conceptual
work on cultural learning
models and study abroad rese-
arch reveals a consensus
about the fundamental princi-
ples underlying effective lear-
ning that leads to ICC (inter-
cultural communicative com-
petence). First, learners must
have contact with the non-
native culture under investiga-
tion; they must be exposed to
authentic cultural products
and intercultural interactions,
and these interactions should
take place in the second lan-
guage (Lo Bianco, Liddicoat &
Crozet, 1999). Learners must actively reflect on their
experiences with the non-native culture in order to
learn from them. Both experiential and conceptual
learning are advocated (Lange, 2003); this combina-
tion engages affect and cognition, another essential
component of intercultural learning (Byram, 1997).
ICC development is recognized as a developmental
process that requires time and multiple cycles of lear-
ning (Byram & al., 2001; Lange, 2003; Levy, 2007).
Many scholars advocate explicit cultural comparisons
(Byram, 1997; Lange, 2003). Oppor tunities for reflec-
tion, discussion with peers from both cultures, negotia-
tion of cultural meanings and revisiting prior concep-
tions are considered fundamental (Lange, 2003; Levy,
2007; Lo Bianco & al., 1999). 

The above-mentioned processes are rigorous,

time-consuming, logistically difficult, and potentially
contentious. Cultural information and artifacts are not
always readily available in local learning contexts.
Regular, sustained contact with members of non-nati-
ve cultures can be difficult to find and orchestrate.
Furthermore, productive discussions and reflections
do not simply result automatically from the provision of
opportunities for intercultural interaction (De Nooy &
Hanna, 2003). They require deliberate cultivation.
Finally, we don’t naturally see ourselves as cultural
beings; because we are immersed in our own culture,
we remain unconscious of it and can project our frame
of reference onto others (Kramsch, 1993).

3.2. Technologically-mediated intercultural learning
The careful design of learning experiences that

address the demands and challenges of ICC develop-

ment would seem to benefit from the smart incorpora-
tion of networked technologies. The most obvious
advantages are the bridging of geographic distances to
connect learners from different backgrounds, as well
as the access to examples of abundant sources of cul-
tural content. The following summary includes a dis-
cussion of the educational design features that have
been shown to promote ICC-related outcomes and
the contributions of the Internet and networked com-
munications to enhance those strategies. Consistent
with trends in FL (foreign language) education rese-
arch, the vast majority of these studies occurred in tra-
ditional undergraduate language classes (not teacher
preparation or professional development) that practi-
ced some form of telecollaboration, in which two
classrooms collaborate for mutual linguistic and cultu-
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ICC-related online TPD should reflect, in its design, 

organization, and implementation, an awareness of the 

cultural dimensions of technologies and of communication.
Furthermore, communications and learning activities should
capitalize on technologies’ ability to provide access to 
various resources, time for reflection, archived 
communications, and peer-to-peer discussion and feedback. 
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ral learning. Findings are presented in terms of rele-
vant categories of Byram’s model of ICC (intercultural
communicative competence), with acknowledgement
that the categories themselves are fluid, and learning
gains often overlap distinct categories.

In addition to straightforward cultural information,
knowledge about discourse, communication proces-
ses, and cultural variety has been cultivated through
Internet-based learning. In just one example, Osuna
(2000) found that the abundance of text, video, and

audio resources on the Internet helped students to
build deep understandings about cultural topics.
Technology facilitated knowledge construction by
providing abundant resources and examples of langua-
ge, culture and discourse, a finding echoed in many
studies (Furstenberg & al., 2001; O’Dowd, 2003,
2007; Ware & Kramsch, 2005). 

Two main stories emerged from studies that sho-
wed gains in skills of interpreting and relating (Bauer &
al., 2006; Furstenberg & al., 2001; O’Dowd, 2006;
Osuna, 2000; Schneider & von der Emde, 2006).
First, students who used the Internet to build cultural
knowledge or who participated in tele-collaborations

with C2 members from another culture benefitted
from having access to multiple and contradictory
views. Second, time for deliberation and reflection
promoted learning from the various cultural view-
points represented. Given the importance of cultural
comparisons and reflection for intercultural learning,
this finding hardly surprises. What bears mention is
how the pace of asynchronous communications like
email and online discussion boards supported the
reflection process. For example, in O’Dowd’s (2006)

study of a German-American
partnership, students used
email to compose thoughtful,
in-depth descriptions of their
own culture for their tele-
collaborators, which stimula-
ted reflection and sustained
dialog throughout the semes-
ter. The author argues that
such deliberation would be
unlikely to occur in synchro-
nous communication, where
reactions are necessarily more
immediate. Together these
studies confirm the importance
of creating opportunities for
reflection and dialog on multi-
ple cultural perspectives,
while highlighting the advanta-
ge that asynchronous commu-
nications can lend to the
reflective dialog process. 

Intercultural tele-collabo-
rations provided opportunities
for students to practice and
improve their skills of disco-
very and interaction. Students’
innate possession of these skills
varied significantly; while

some students may be naturally predisposed to enact
and maintain an ethnographic stance during intercultu-
ral dialog, many are not (Bauer & al., 2006; Belz &
Muller-Hartmann, 2003; Furstenberg & al., 2001;
Hanna & de Nooy, 2003; O’Dowd, 2003, 2006).
These skills become even more important in networ-
ked communication, where many interactions lack the
nonverbal signals that promote understanding
(Schneider & von der Emde, 2006). Belz and Muller-
Hartmann (2003) found that even professors who are
committed to goals of intercultural learning might dis-
play ethnocentrism under the stress of real-world tasks,
such as tele-collaborating to coordinate an exchange

While this analysis has demonstrated a potent match 
between the affordances of technologies and the processes
of ICC development, it has shown the equal importance of
careful educational design choices and facilitation to assure
that technology promotes rather than undermines the goals
of ICC. Many ICC studies offered examples of learners that
developed their ICC skills by engaging in experiences that
forced them to surface their own views, look clearly at them,
reflect on them individually, consider alternative perspectives
in dialog with others, and revise ideas. Layers of deliberate,
structured reflection on cultural information, perspectives
and experiences, from the vantage points of learners and
teachers, allowed program participants to distance from 
and evolve their beliefs. 
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for their students’ benefit. Promoting these skills is
paramount to the ICC learning enterprise. In email
exchanges, Bauer & al. (2006), O’Dowd (2003), and
Schneider and von der Emde (2006) discovered asso-
ciations between the written characteristics of an eth-
nographic stance (such as requests for personal pers-
pectives or encouragement to write more) and gains in
cultural awareness and perspective-shifting. Conver -
sely, an absence of an ethnographic approach often
led to miscommunication, tension, or disengagement
(O’Dowd, 2003; Schneider & von der Emde, 2006;
Ware & Kramsch, 2005). 

Together, these studies suggest that learners might
benefit from several design features: explicit instruction
in how to communicate respectfully and ethnographi-
cally, opportunities to study both satisfying and dissa-
tisfying communications, and periodic self-assessments
to appraise one’s skills in conducting intercultural
inquiry. The archival nature of technologically-media-
ted communication would facilitate these processes
and afford students the access and time to reflect
thoughtfully on communications, to compose appro-
priate messages, and to process emotional reactions to
potentially contentious writings from others. However,
the technologies that facilitate these interactions can-
not be assumed to embody universal «cultures-of-use»
(Thorne, 2003); technologies’ purposes and use can
differ according to cultural context and, consequently,
constrain communication. Shih and Cifuentes (2003)
argue that the invisibility of the culture-of-use of the
technology indicates a need for explicit instruction in
these potential obstacles to communication, in other
words, to treat the context for communication as an
object of study. 

In most of the tele-collaborations, increased cultu-
ral understanding generated students’ curiosity and
openness to further exploration, which in turn promo-
ted their continued engagement in a process of cultural
discovery. Conversely, attitudes of favorability were
undermined by interactions that somehow went
wrong, which fortified negative stereotypes and/or
built resistance to further intercultural learning (Bauer
& al., 2006; O’Dowd, 2003; Shih & Cifuentes, 2003;
Ware & Kramsch, 2005). 

O’Dowd (2003) and Schneider and von der
Emde (2006) discovered the importance of careful
topic selection (Spanish bullfighting and school violen-
ce, respectively) in exciting students’ interests and pas-
sion, motivating them to explain carefully and rigo-
rously their perspectives. Grappling in writing with
those explanations increased their metacognitive and
critical awareness of culture by showing them the dif-

ficulty of articulating tacit cultural beliefs. In a cautio-
nary tale about the potential downside of emotional
topics, Ware and Kramsch (2005) found that, in the
absence of an ethnographic stance to ground discus-
sions of the American military presence in Germany,
some German-American email collaborations deterio-
rated due to students’ insufficient communicative skills
for negotiating conflicting perspectives on the topic.
However, these miscommunications or conflicts can
foster development of metacognition and cultural
awareness if the incidents are interrogated, especially
via close analysis of textual interactions (Belz, 2003;
Schneider & von der Emde, 2006). Schneider and
von der Emde (2006) advocate including ICC models
like Byram’s (1997) as explicit course content to help
students consider their lived experiences in relation to
formal knowledge on the topic.

In addition to archiving public miscommunica-
tions, asynchronous communication and its pace seem
to offer support for metacognitive development about
the process of communication. An additional benefit of
archived online communication is that it allows conflict
analysis to occur long after the emotions of the
encounter have dissipated. 

Additional design considerations are offered by
studies of the Cultura Project, a highly structured,
carefully sequenced approach to ICC development
that has generated durable gains across multiple
dimensions of ICC (Bauer & al., 2006; Furstenberg &
al., 2001). First, it begins with rigorous exploration of
the self before the students share this exploration with
tele-collaborators and compare their findings with for-
mal texts such as films or readings. The authors argue
that, through this iterative cycle of revisiting and revi-
sing cultural understandings against an increasingly
complex landscape, students gradually build their
understanding and communication skills over time.
Second, such a process relies on a highly competent
instructor to guide students through the delicate pro-
cesses of interpreting contradictory perspectives, synt-
hesizing information, refraining from judgment, and
developing rich points of inquiry. The teacher must
model the intercultural inquiry process herself, in part
by positioning herself as co-learner, co-investigator,
and co-ethnographer. 

3.3. Online teacher professional development
A fairly robust set of design guidelines for ICC

development can be based simply on findings from the
prior sections. This section offers useful refinements
and degrees of emphasis within this emerging set of
design considerations that focus on the unique needs
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of teachers-as-learners, given that teachers’ ultimate
objective is to be able to promote intercultural compe-
tencies in students. 

There is a great deal of overlap between the onli-
ne intercultural learning studies and the online TPD
studies (teacher professional development), not only
about how networked technologies support such
mechanisms as public dialog, reflection, and metacog-
nition, but also regarding the challenges of promoting
sufficient depth and engagement in those processes to
advance understanding (Barnett & al., 2002; Celentin,
2007). To a degree, overlap in findings between these
bodies of literature should be expected, since the basic
principles of ICC development and teacher develop-
ment themselves greatly overlap. In their articulation of
principles for effective teacher professional develop-
ment, for example, Lieberman and Wood (2001) des-
cribe essentials of teacher learning that strongly mirror
those that have been discussed herein as conducive to
ICC development. The following table, in comparing
those essentials, illustrates the synergy between them,
including details related to interaction between pri-
mary cultures (C1) and secondary cultures (C2). 

Other guidelines or models for adult or teacher
learning converge around these ideas. Eraut (1994)
highlights how, for adults in the professions (including
teaching), traditional academic learning results in few
changes to practices and beliefs if there is no concomi-
tant opportunity for real-world application of that lear-
ning. For developing professional competencies, prac-
ticing knowledge (doing) and acquiring knowledge
(learning) are the same thing. Eraut’s idea of doing-as-
learning recalls Byram’s (1997) suggestion that much
of learning ICC is simply having the chance to practice
it. Effective online TPD programs for educators have
enacted this doing-as-learning equation by teaching (as
explicit content) and modeling (in course design and
delivery) the targeted pedagogical skills, giving teachers
the chance to experience a technique and reflect on it

from two vantage points, that of learner and teacher
(Dooly, 2007; Muller-Hartmann, 2006). 

Of particular note are two programs related to cul-
ture, the first being Dooly’s (2007: 70) study of inter-
national English teachers-in-training, who co-designed
lesson plans in intercultural groupings. By undergoing
the task of negotiating norms of participation in their
lesson plan groups, they developed an understanding
of how that process happens. As they gained insight
into the role of the learner in intercultural telecollabo-
ration, they gradually shifted their perspective about
the role of the facilitator, becoming «more aware of
their role in determining the process, thus lessening
their expectations of the teacher as knowledge facilita-
tor». The second is a rare study of an online program
to enhance teachers’ capacity to teach ICC (intercul-
tural communicative competence). Muller and
Hartmann (2006) studied a unique two-tiered teleco-
llaboration, in which one group of German English-
teachers-in-training (the top tier) involved in a teleco-
llaboration observed and studied a second telecollabo-
ration between other German English-teachers-in-trai-
ning and American German language students (the
bottom tier). The top level group studied both the
intercultural learning demonstrated in the exchange of
the bottom tier and the pedagogy modeled within, all
while experiencing their own telecollaboration.
Through a series of design features that have emerged
in this analysis (e.g., multiple instances of reflection,
public dialog about academic and real-world know-
ledge, collaborative tasks, analysis of transcripts for
miscommunications), the top level learners built their
capacity to teach ICC. Having experienced and stu-
died various dimensions of ICC development, inclu-
ding its logistical, pedagogical and social challenges,
the teachers reported feeling empowered and capable
of teaching ICC in their own classrooms. 

Finally, Garrison and Anderson’s (2003) compre-
hensive and compelling model for adult e-Learning

Table 1. Comparison of principles for intercultural and teacher professional development.
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aligns well with the dimensions of effective TPD (tea-
cher professional development) that were identified by
Lieberman and Wood (2001) at the beginning of this
section. The difference between the two frameworks
is that Garrison and Anderson’s is a framework for e-
Learning rather than face-to-face learning. Garrison
and Anderson (2003) propose a highly specific model
to guide engagement in e-Learning among adults.
Briefly, this model promotes cycles of what they term
practical inquiry. The term ‘practical’ refers to the
importance of grounding learning in real-world events
and lived experiences, a widely accepted tenet of
adult learning (Kolb & Fry, 1975). ‘Inquiry’ encapsula-
tes the ongoing, cyclical nature of knowledge develop-
ment, in which adults engage in both individual reflec-
tion and collective negotiation of ideas, supported by
the affordances of asynchronous technologically-
mediated communication. 

4. Discussion 
The above studies offer ways of attending to the

unique challenges that emerge when teachers are the
learners in an educational experience designed to
develop their intercultural competence. These inclu-
de: incorporating practical applications of learning,
such as the design of lesson plans in dialog with others;
grounding all learning activities in reflective communi-
ties; inviting reflection from the dual perspectives of
teacher and learner; drawing learners’ careful atten-
tion to the pedagogies that are modeled in the delivery
of the professional development; and ensuring the
collaboration of mindful facilitators whose participa-
tion models and cultivates a critical, reflective commu-
nity.

Collectively, the studies of ICC development and
of online TPD (teacher professional development)
suggest a real synergy between technology, teacher-
learners, effective teacher professional development,
and the processes of ICC development. Teacher
growth and ICC development both require the shifting
of perspectives, which requires reflections on multiple
and often contradictory experiences. Networked tech-
nologies seem a logical choice of medium for the way
they display, juxtapose, and archive the language
through which we communicate and learn, and the
perspectives – cultural or pedagogical – that we reveal
through that language. By facilitating intercultural inte-
ractions, providing mechanisms to support cycles of
reflection and meta-reflection over time, and forcing
attention to communicative and learning processes,
networked technologies could effectively promote tea-
chers’ ICC and related pedagogical capacity. 

While this analysis has demonstrated a potent
match between the affordances of technologies and
the processes of ICC development, it has shown the
equal importance of careful educational design choi-
ces and facilitation to assure that technology promotes
rather than undermines the goals of ICC. Many ICC
studies offered examples of learners that developed
their ICC skills by engaging in experiences that forced
them to surface their own views, look clearly at them,
reflect on them individually, consider alternative pers-
pectives in dialog with others, and revise ideas. Layers
of deliberate, structured reflection on cultural informa-
tion, perspectives and experiences, from the vantage
points of learners and teachers, allowed program par-
ticipants to distance from and evolve their beliefs. By
studying the way intercultural communication unfol-
ded, students became better intercultural learners. By
studying the way that intercultural learning was
orchestrated, teachers became better intercultural tea-
chers. 

4.1. Hypothesized principles of effective TPD
(teacher professional development)

The previous sections described how three bodies
of literature yield understandings about how teacher
professional development could best promote the
knowledge, skills and dispositions that characterize
effective teachers of intercultural competencies. They
also articulated (a) the propitious overlaps between
the processes of ICC development and teacher deve-
lopment, (b) the benefits that could emerge from con-
ducting ICC-related professional development online,
and (c) insights about how online learning could sup-
port the facilitation of ICC and teacher development
processes simultaneously. 

Integration and synthesis of these discoveries sug-
gests a set of beginning principles that this author
argues should be incorporated into professional deve-
lopment opportunities for teachers that target the
improvement in their intercultural competence as well
as their ability to cultivate similar competencies in their
students. Indeed, the teachers might be from any sub-
ject area, and the professional development might take
any number of forms. The key is to find opportunities
to build all teachers’ intercultural competencies, and to
look for opportunities to integrate some form of ICC
development into existing or new professional deve-
lopment opportunities. Whatever the format, organi-
zing those TPD (Teacher professional development)
opportunities – be they single activities, entire courses,
or something else — around the following principles
would both respond to teachers’ needs for develop-
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ment in this area and maximize the unique benefits
that online learning has to offer teacher-learners for
the purposes of ICC development: 

• Multiple perspectives: Teacher-learners should
have opportunities to interact with abundant and
varied cultural perspectives, representations, and
repre sentatives from one’s own and target culture(s).

• Reflective cycles: Teacher-learners should have
opportunities to engage in deliberately orchestrated,
multiple cycles of reflection over time, on both expe-
riences and formal concepts related to culture, as well
as pedagogies for the teaching of ICC.

• Ethnography: Teacher-learners should have
opportunities to see, experience, learn about, and
develop an ethnographic stance toward intercultural
inquiry, including the opportunity to reflect on ethno-
graphic stances enacted during the TPD itself.

• Metacognition: Teacher-learners should have
opportunities to see, experience, learn about, and
develop metacognition about intercultural learning, in -
cluding the opportunity to reflect on their learning pro-
cesses during the TPD itself.

• Technology: ICC-related online TPD should
reflect, in its design, organization, and implementation,
an awareness of the cultural dimensions of technolo-
gies and of communication. Furthermore, communica-
tions and learning activities should capitalize on tech-
nologies’ ability to provide access to various resources,
time for reflection, archived communications, and
peer-to-peer discussion and feedback. 
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ABSTRACT
This paper analyzes the pedagogy of transmission, with its unidirectional nature and features that it has in common
with traditional media, and the pedagogy of interaction, one of participation, dialogue and co-authorship which har-
monizes with the principles of Web 2.0. New media have implemented new communication models that allow
every citizen to become a potential media communicator. This communicative ecosystem suggests a society of com-
municators in which everyone feeds each other with his or her creations and shares individual and collective know-
ledge. We review communication practices that utilize feedback as a strategy of interaction, when in fact these prac-
tices still favor the perspective of the sender. We then propose a model for the collective power of knowledge called
the «feed-feed model», based on the individual and collective construction of knowledge. This knowledge, which
can be organized in a virtual or real setting, characterizes the fundamental principles of interactivity, even though
some sectors still view these as marketing strategies. We examine the virtual silence that exists in the culture of par-
ticipation, and its implications for educommunication. The article concludes with a search for other pedagogical
models, and the analysis of the consequences of perpetuating the transmission model in the face of the possibilities
offered by the pedagogy of interaction.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
En este artículo se analizan la pedagogía transmisiva, caracterizada por su sentido unidireccional, que tiene algunos
rasgos comunes con los medios de comunicación, y la pedagogía interactiva, caracterizada por la participación, el
diálogo, la coautoría que tiene rasgos comunes con los principios de la Web 2.0. Los nuevos medios ponen en prác-
tica modelos comunicativos que permiten que cada ciudadano pueda ser, potencialmente, un medio de comunica-
ción. Este ecosistema comunicativo permite pensar en una sociedad de comunicadores donde todos alimentan con
sus creaciones y participaciones los saberes individuales y colectivos. Se hace una revisión de las prácticas comuni-
cativas que utilizan la retroalimentación (feed-back) como estrategia de interacción, cuando en verdad no dejan de
ser un refuerzo planteado desde la óptica del emisor, y se ofrece una propuesta centrada en la alimentación de sabe-
res colectivos que denominamos «modelo feed feed», basado en la participación individual y colectiva para la cons-
trucción de conocimientos. Estos saberes, que pueden organizarse presencial o virtualmente, caracterizan los prin-
cipios fundamentales de la interactividad, que para algunos sectores no deja de ser una estrategia de marketing. En
la cultura de la participación se hace referencia al silencio virtual y a sus consecuencias en el campo de la educo-
municación. El artículo concluye con la búsqueda de otros modelos pedagógicos, y con el análisis de las consecuen-
cias que implicaría seguir reproduciendo el modelo transmisivo frente a las posibilidades que ofrece la pedagogía de
la interactividad. 
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1. Introduction
In the majority of face-to-face or virtual courses it

is the information transmission model that predomina-
tes. Virtual learning spaces are static and still centered
on data distribution methods that eschew interactivity
and collaboration in their set-up, not to mention cons-
tructed and connected learning. 

Pedagogy based on learning by memory and repeti-
tion is widely questioned but little has been done to
modify the practice. Now, adding to the tradition of
pedagogical criticism, come the cognitive and communi-
cative demands of a generation raised on cyberculture. 

In online education, the teacher continues to treat
the student as a receiver of information and not as
collaborative agent. He fails to recognize exchange
and co-creation, which are pervasive practices in
cyberspace. He continues to use the «logic of distribu-
tion» that is a common feature of the mass media and
fails to tap into the communicative potential of the
Web. Discussion rooms and e-mail may exist but the
level of interaction is poor, and the transmission and
analogical model still influences the digital conversatio-
nal context. 

This article adopts a critical stance towards the
communication model that holds sway in face-to-face
and virtual education in order to propose strategies of
organization and functioning for mediation that will
allow the actions of students and teachers to be rede-
fined as agents in the learning and communication pro-
cess, in harmony with the Net’s communicational
dynamic. 

2. The pedagogy of transmission
Since the second half of the 20th century the peda-

gogical transmission model has been under attack for
its one-way or false two-way transmission based on
functionalist models of communication that divide sen-
ders from receivers, and in which feedback is nothing
more than sender reinforcement. McLaren and
Kincheloe (2008) propose a dialectic transformation
that affects all actors in educommunication which
requires the development of knowledge self-manage-
ment systems. Along these lines, Kaplún (1998) stated
that learning only really exists when there is a process;
when the student manages his own learning.

More than 40 years ago, Porcher (1967: 24) was
already pointing out that schools were educating stu-
dents for a world that no longer existed. This situation
has deteriorated over the years to the point where we
now have the notion of «the school as museum» with
its teaching of the usual prevailing culture, as opposed
to the idea of education taking place outside the class-
room and beyond school culture. 

The predominant school system today is based on
industrial society logic in which the school’s principles
are still centered on manufacturing and the teaching-
learning processes defined by Illich (2002: 43), as if
school was «an assembly line of 30 to 50 individuals
around a central figure who determines what is, and
what is not, education». For Tapscott (2010), the
pedagogical model that still operates today was concei-
ved within the context of the industrial society which
needed operators who did what was required of them
in a fragmented mass production process. 

This model based on mass learning differs subs-
tantially from learning environments in which other
pedagogical and communicative practices are develo-
ped. Tapscott states that the end of the 20th and start
of the 21st century witnessed the spread of pedagogi-
cal practices focused on the student and based on
collaboration and solidarity between students. This
author compares some of the features of the model
based on mass learning and the model based on inte-
ractive learning. 

Various authors (Silva, 2010; Tapscott, 2010;
Santaella & Lemos, 2010, Aparici, 2010) declare that
the industrial pedagogical model is so deeply rooted in
daily teaching practice that a real change will be a long
time in coming. Computers and the Internet are still
used according to an educational system in which it is
teachers who transmit content. This hegemonic trans-
mission paradigm is countered by a dialogical practice
that is gaining ground outside the classroom. Aubert et
al. (2008: 31) describe this situation thus: «In today’s
information society, it is thanks to dialogue with «non-
experts» that more inclusive scientific theories have
been developed. No expert exists who possesses all
the social and cultural knowledge required to make
proposals that are fit for all. We can all contribute
ideas based on our various experiences and cultural

Tapscott (2010: 163).



resources». They add that this «phenomenon of ques-
tioning the monopoly of knowledge has been descri-
bed as the demonopolization of expert knowledge».

Similarly, García Canclini (2007) indicates that
dialogic communication via virtual networks changes
the way people relate to and meet up with each other,
how they love and learn to be loved, or at least imagi-
ne how they do. 

3. The «feed-feed model»
The hegemonic communication model applied by

conventional media and educational systems is cente-
red fundamentally on the sender-receiver-message
relation. The basic principles of this model combine
the concept of feedback bet-
ween the participants in a
model that establishes a divi-
sion between the senders and
receivers. Feedback acts as a
strengthening of the messages
from the information source
and reproduces the pathway
and guidelines of the message.
This model is evident in the
media from the starting point
of audience loyalty to a
medium, program-product,
etc, and in education, in which
the information pathways laid
down by teachers and / or text
books are followed or repro-
duced. 

For many years, feedback
has been seen as the interac-
tion between sender and
receiver, and the communica-
tive relations between participants are analyzed based
on those pre-established and predetermined respon-
ses. But the feedback idea is developed, designed and
articulated from the viewpoint of those who provide
the information. 

Feedback is seen as one of the principles of the
functionalist models of communication and the peda-
gogy of transmission. The type of interaction establis-
hed between all the participants is fixed beforehand,
and serves to inform of the «success» of the objectives
proposed by the sender. This model does not take into
account that all the participants can be subjects of the
message, and can set up a sender community in which
they interrelate, each with the same communicative
status as the others. 

The current communicative context can be descri-

bed as a «feed-feed model» (Aparici, 2011) in which
all the participants in the communicative process feed
each other in terms of communication and informa-
tion. Rather than being a process of message reinforce-
ment, it must be understood as an act of construction
and connection between all «Internauts» in which
there are no divisions of any kind, all participants
having the same rank and status regardless of the type
of messages and proclamations they make. 

Several similar ideas emerged that predated the
construction of a different communication model to
integrate the subjects of communication. In 1973,
Jean Cloutier presented his «emirec» theory of an indi-
vidual who is simultaneously a sender and receiver. In

1980, Alfin Toffler coined the term «prosumer» for a
person who was both producer and consumer of mes-
sages. Although both ideas set important precedents
for the construction of an alternative model of commu-
nication, they separated sending from reception, and
production from consumption. 

The new media contain a communication and
information ecosystem of a different order in which all
individuals are potential senders who can continually
create content and interrelate on the basis of conver-
sational participation instituted by the senders themsel-
ves in, and with, the various communication tools. 

The Web is not a medium for the transmission of
information like television, the press or the radio. It is a
medium for immersion and the control of mobile win-
dows, open multiple connections between content

Radically different from television which is a restrictive, 
centralizing machine designed to transmit information 
manufactured by a production center, the Net is an open
space for users to interact, allowing for authorship and 
co-creation in the exchange of information and the 
construction of knowledge. This socio-technical landscape
sees the transition from the information logic of the 
«one-to-all» model (transmission model) to the 
communication logic of the «all-to-all» model 
(interactive model). 
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and those who interact, those who are geographically
dispersed and who can carry out collaborative actions
and meetings that are synchronic and asynchronic, far
beyond the time and space relations to which conven-
tional media are bound. The digital scenario is a field
of possibilities for interaction based on sounds, images
and text. Its existence conveys the freedom to interact,
create and recreate new possibilities for representation
and navigation in many different directions. 

Understood as such, the Web enables the pre-
established size and categories of messages, sending

and reception to be changed, together with the distri-
bution and diffusion of the packages of information
articulated in a structure that goes from A to B or from
A in B, so typical of the conventional media traditio-
nally used in distance learning or in face-to-face tea-
ching. 

In the context of the conventional «communica-
tion» media, the message is one-way and closed since
reception is separated from production. In this model,
the sender is a subject, an institution or group that invi-
sibly imposes on the receiver’s mental universe, imagi-
nary world and his representational construction, in
which the receiver maintains an unequal relationship
with the sender, one based on passive assimilation
removed from the message. 

The logic of mass transmission loses its validity in
the digital environment, which is shaped by the recent
social and technological transformations and by the old
role of the spectator now transformed into one of par-

ticipant in the processes of communication and pro-
duction. 

Various authors (Martínez Pandiani, 2008; Lemos
& Levy, 2010; Shirky, 2011) point out that in recent
years there has been a migration away from the TV
screen to multiple screens that enable different degrees
of participation in which users can intervene, manage
and interact, and create and feed their communicative
experience. In this communication ecosystem, the sub-
ject can create and control the interaction processes
with information and interface management tools.

Radically different from
television which is a restrictive,
centralizing machine designed
to transmit information manu-
factured by a production cen-
ter, the Net is an open space
for users to interact, allowing
for authorship and co-creation
in the exchange of information
and the construction of know-
ledge. This socio-technical
landscape sees the transition
from the information logic of
the «one-to-all» model (trans-
mission model) to the commu-
nication logic of the «all-to-all»
model (interactive model).
This is a profound change in
the classic communication
scheme based on: 

a) An ecosystem of senders
that do not broadcast their

messages unilaterally. 
b) The message no longer simply being sent; it is

no longer a closed world, paralyzed, immutable,
untouchable, sacred; it is an open world on the Net; it
can be modified by anyone who uses it. 

c) A transformation of the classic role of the recei-
ver into co-author. This new subject is invited to freely
create, and the messages can take on new meaning in
the hands of these subjects. 

4. Participation and interactivity 
Shirky (2011) and Jenkins (2008) stress that crea-

ting a participative culture for the common good is
much more difficult than sharing photos and music
files, etc. To participate normally requires a high
degree of connection, commitment, collaboration and
solidarity among members of a community. Dussel
(2010), citing Ito, notes that there are two types of par-
ticipation in the new media: one is guided by interest

A teacher can change the dimension of his authorship by
replacing the speak-dictate system based on the one-way 
distribution of information with a perspective in which the
proposition of knowledge is open to the active participation
of the students, most of whom have already experienced
other models on the Net and on their mobile phones. In
sum, a teacher is responsible for mediating in the 
construction of another kind of thought, reinventing a new
architecture of knowledge and, to a certain extent, 
reinventing the profession of teaching. 
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(groups of fans, for example) and another is influenced
by affectivity and friendship. These two modalities can
operate simultaneously or independently. 

The term «user» does not reflect the new reality
we are living in. Its use continues to perpetuate the dis-
tinction between editor and consumer. Likewise, aut-
hors such as Karp, cited by Vacas (2010), state that
those who create blogs or webpages on social net-
works are editors, and these people behave like pro-
fessionals regardless of the results. This idea emphasi-
zes the expressive and communicative possibilities that
citizens now have, as opposed to the aesthetic and
communicative dimensions that for some mean a dete-
rioration of the canons of technical and aesthetic qua-
lity. 

The «one-to-all» model applied by the conventio-
nal media and educational systems will continue to
exist for a long time but the dialogical «all-to-all» model
in the digital media and the social networks will also
gain ground.

According to Lemos and Lévy (2010), the use of
social networks consists largely of banal exchanges,
but there is an increasing amount of content that raises
the quality of information. These authors state that for
centuries, «the masses were just that: formless multitu-
des with no opportunity to produce information or
content, forever chained to the role of consumer»
(Lemos & Lévy, 2010: 86). Now for the first time, the
situation is totally different. They can be authors and
producers, but it will take time for them to assume this
new creative and productive role.

It is important to note that a society in which
everybody has access to the public space and in which
each person can potentially become a medium of com-
munication differs from those societies in which the
citizens relate to the media only as consumers. The
bigger the social network system, the greater the diffe-
rence between those who are more active and those
who are less active in the communicative processes. 

4.1. The principles of interactivity 
The term «interactivity» became notorious in the

1980s with the expansion and spread of information
and communication technologies (ICT). The concept
of interactivity means: 

a) User intervention in the content.
b) Transformation of the spectator into actor.
c) Individualized dialogue with the connected ser-

vices. 
d) Reciprocal actions in dialogical mode with the

users, or in real time with the devices (each communica-
tor responds to another or to the other communicators).

The highest concept of interactivity is associated to
the greatest acceptance of communication. The two
terms can be synonymous: the term «interactive com-
munication» would be redundant were it not for the
need to accurately describe «communication», since to
communicate does not mean to transmit or to manipu-
late (Silva, 2005).

Santaella (2007) says that interactivity in the Net
enables us to access information at a distance that is
non-linear, to send messages that remain available for
receiving with no hierarchical values, to carry out
collaborative actions and act in remote places, to
visualize faraway spaces, to coexist within real and vir-
tual contexts, to belong to and interact within virtual
environments via different immersion processes.
There are three basic principles of interactivity: 

a) Participation-intervention: to participate is not
just to respond «yes» or «no» or to choose a predeter-
mined option. It means interfering, intervening in the
content of information and modifying a message. 

b) Two-directionality-hybridization: communica-
tion is the joint production of sender and receiver, it is
co-creation; the twin poles of codification and decodi-
fication come together as one. 

c) Permutability-potentiality: communication
means a lot of articulatory networks of connections
and the freedom to make changes and associations,
and produce multiple meanings. 

These principles can cause a rupture in the logic
of transmission and open a space for the genuine exer-
cise of participation, that is, sensory-motor, semantic
participation that is not only mechanical (Silva, 2005;
Aparici, 2010).

We observe how interactivity is now the biggest
challenge faced by the mass media because with an
increasing number of the public now internauts, they
will not confine themselves to being mere receivers, to
see, hear, read; they want to interact and be the sub-
ject of communication. It is also one of the greatest
challenges to the educational system in terms of deve-
loping and activating models and practices based on
interactivity, because interactivity affects the principles
of knowledge construction and the micropolicy of
power, and the establishment of new unprecedented
forms of teaching and learning at a mass level, except
in the case of particular experiences developed by
communicators or pedagogues in specific contexts or
spaces. 

In the past 30 years, the term «interactivity» has
passed through various stages: 

• A period that produced many theories on the
possibilities of creation and user autonomy in the face
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of standardized messages. It is important to note that
the purged meaning of interactivity goes back to the
«participationist» art of the 1960s defined by Umberto
Eco as «open work».

• A technocratic period that identified interactivity
as the relation of the individual to the machine and its
navigational possibilities. 

• A period of banalization, when the term «inte-
ractivity» was used above all as a marketing strategy to
sell products. This period saw the application of the
term to the most varied consumer products. There
was even talk of being a member of an interactive
school just for possessing a computer and Internet con-
nection without having shaken off the transmission
pedagogy that characterizes it. 

A period of reactivation, of going back to the roots,
linked to «hacktivism» and social movements. From
2004, Web 2.0 provided the communicational oppor-
tunity to put into action a model and practice that dif-
fered from the usual standardized offerings, in which
each person could potentially be a medium of commu-
nication. From this moment on, the potential of citizen
authorship was perceived in which users or consu-
mers could become editors, producers or authors.
One could now talk of the gestation of a society of
communicators (Aparici, 2011). 

There are sectors in society that criticize the term
«interactivity» because they identify it with a marketing
strategy aimed at influencing public opinion to link the
media as «intelligent instruments» or which added
something beneficial to the qualities of a product. As
well as a «culture industry», many would now also see
an industry of interactivity understood as an industry of
participation that seeks to guarantee consumer loyalty
to a product, to a medium or to a political party. 

4.2. Virtual silence
One aspect not usually addressed when speaking

of the interactivity of the culture of participation is vir-
tual silence. What Burbules and Callister find most
curious about the Internet is its silences. These authors
state that many ideas and viewpoints are missing from
the Net and many people and groups are not repre-
sented. They urge us to «question the Internet given
that one of its main features is the illusion that it is all-
embracing, and this illusion is so widespread that it is
difficult to imagine that something of any importance
could be excluded» (Burbules & Callister, 2008: 129-
130).

Research by Ilse Gonçalves (2003) into different
internaut communities made up of Spanish and
Brazilian students communicating at a distance, whose

ages ranged from 30 to 45, found a difference betwe-
en participants who felt the need to integrate, to be
dynamic and committed and those who did not parti-
cipate or offer opinions, and who did not know how
or with whom to contribute. One key aspect of this
research was to point out that virtual silence is inheri-
ted from the transmission model of teaching that hel-
ped shape these participants. Some indicated that they
had serious problems when trying to interact because
they had been educated exclusively to assimilate
knowledge, and they recognized that their creative,
communicative or expressive dimensions were left
underdeveloped by their educational processes. 

5. The search for other models and pedagogical
proposals 

A teacher can establish relations of communication
and the production of collaborative knowledge in
which everybody learns with everybody else, as oppo-
sed to the one-to-all model that rules in education and
the media. This means that the dominions of knowled-
ge have to be modeled as conceptual spaces in which
students construct their own maps and lead their own
explorations, taking content as a starting point and not
the finishing point in the process of knowledge cons-
truction. Student participation is described as potential
states of knowledge that are designed in collaboration.
The student is not limited to seeing, hearing, copying
and doing examinations. The student creates, modi-
fies, constructs and becomes co-author, and handles a
series of elements to enable the construction of collec-
tive knowledge. 

The teacher offers a range of possibilities and
path ways that open up when the students activate
communication devices. The teacher ensures the pos-
sibility of free plural meanings without discarding
coherence and its accompanying critical faculty. The
teacher must be open to any extensions and modifica-
tions proposed by students. Pedagogy based on that
disposition towards co-authorship and interactivity
implies the termination of one model of teacher and
the birth of another in which the teacher is democratic
and expansive in outlook. This means that the teacher
must apply his critical faculties to intervention and
modification, which implies a dose of humility. This
does not mean weakness or a lessening of his authority
or vocational impulse. Be it in the classroom or online,
the teacher must be aware that knowledge is not cen-
tered on the massage or content transmission (Silva,
2010).

In the digital age, the actors in communication are
no longer restricted to separate sending and receiving,
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a feature of mass media or «written culture» in which
the author and reader do not interact directly. A tea-
cher can change the dimension of his authorship by
replacing the speak-dictate system based on the one-
way distribution of information with a perspective in
which the proposition of knowledge is open to the
active participation of the students, most of whom
have already experienced other models on the Net
and on their mobile phones. In sum, a teacher is res-
ponsible for mediating in the construction of another
kind of thought, reinventing a new architecture of
knowledge and, to a certain extent, reinventing the
profession of teaching. 

6. Conclusions
In this time of conflict and

transition for educational sys-
tems, we observe that while
the school represents sluggish-
ness, reflection, slow action,
simultaneous group work and
promotes a certain type of indi-
vidual authorship of produc-
tion and classification, the new
communication ecosystem
proposes immediacy, accelera-
tion, emotional shock, intui-
tion, collaborative work, rapid
interaction, the individual scre-
en and a form of group autho-
rity. 

Dussel (2010) examines
this dilemma over the meaning
of culture inside and outside
the classroom by describing four major dimensions that
are appropriate for these environments: 

a) The school recognizes the function of the indivi-
dual author while participatory culture and collective
production on the Net create other canons regarding
the process of co-authorship and collective intelligence. 

b) The school promotes the rational over the emo-
tional, while feelings and emotions are what stand out
in the social networks. 

c) The school shows, sees, verbally defines, while
simulation and immersion are the key characteristics of
the Net, as technology converges and many and
varied languages are integrated. 

d) The school centers its knowledge on the tea-
cher, the curriculum and the text book. The Net,
meanwhile, is a huge archive, a library of varied know-
ledge and immeasurable hypertexts. 

These two contexts of culture inside and outside

the classroom define the crossroads at which educatio-
nal systems find themselves at the start of this 21st cen-
tury: 

To continue to reproduce the transmission peda-
gogy that Freire (1985) characterized as a system that
dictates ideas in which no real debate or discussion of
topics occurs, in which an order is imposed on the stu-
dent that he does not share and which offers him no
means with which to really think because he receives
given formulae as if they were cooking recipes, or, to
introduce the pedagogy of interactivity in which ever-
yone learns with everybody else in a context of uncer-
tainties that requires all those who participate in a pro-
cess of real communication to make an effort to recre-
ate and invent. As Kaplún (1998: 51) anticipated, «it is

only by participating, getting involved, investigating,
asking questions and looking for answers, discovering
problems and resolving them that we can really attain
knowledge. Learning comes from experiencing, crea-
ting and inventing, not just from reading and listening.
Real learning only occurs when there is a process:
when the student manages his own learning». 
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ABSTRACT 
The Scratch Online Community enables young people to share their creative digital projects internationally with a
level of ease that was impossible only a few years ago. Like all creative communities, Scratch is not just a space for
sharing products, work, techniques and tips and tricks, but also a space for social interaction. Media literacy educa-
tors have unprecedented challenges and opportunities in digital environments like Scratch to harness the vast amount
of knowledge in the community to enhance students’ learning. They also have challenges and opportunities to imple-
ment a form of digital media literacy education that is responsive to social and cultural representation. One role of
digital media literacy is to help young people to challenge unfair and derogatory portrayals of people and to break
down processes of social and cultural «othering» so that all community members feel included and safe to express
themselves. This article considers how online community spaces like Scratch might draw on social interaction to
enhance intercultural understandings and learning through dialogue and creative practice. The article uses statistics
to indicate the amount of international interaction in the Scratch community. It then uses qualitative analysis of forum
discussions to analyse the types of intercultural interaction that occurs.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
La «Scratch Online Community» permite a los jóvenes compartir sus proyectos digitales internacionalmente con una
facilidad impensable años atrás. Como todas las comunidades creativas de este tipo, no es solo un espacio para com-
partir productos, trabajos, técnicas o consejos, sino también un espacio para la interacción social. Los educadores
del ámbito de la alfabetización en los medios encuentran en estas iniciativas retos y oportunidades sin precedentes
para aprovechar el volumen de conocimiento de la comunidad y promover el aprendizaje. Ofrece también oportu-
nidades para implementar una forma de alfabetización digital sensible a la representación social y cultural. Una de
las funciones de la alfabetización digital es ayudar a los jóvenes a cuestionar representaciones y a romper con pro-
cesos de otredad para que los miembros de la comunidad puedan expresarse e integrarse en esos contextos. Este
artículo analiza cómo estas comunidades, a través de la interacción social, pueden impulsar el entendimiento inter-
cultural y el aprendizaje a través del diálogo y la práctica creativa. El artículo incluye estadísticas para indicar la can-
tidad de interacción internacional en la comunidad que se analiza (Scratch). Asimismo, también incluye análisis cua-
litativos a partir de discusiones en el foro, con el fin de analizar los tipos de interacción intercultural que se llevan a
cabo.
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One objective of digital media literacy is to foster
intercultural understandings through capitalising on the
potential of new media to challenge social, cultural
and national boundaries (Castells, 1996; Benkler,
2006; Jenkins, 2006). Media literacy education has a
long history of exploring intercultural concepts through
its focus on the ways in which media represent peo-
ple, places and ideas. For example, the academic field
of Cultural Studies has influenced media literacy edu-
cation through its focus on gender, ethnicity, class and
national cultures (Williamson, 1990; Hall and Open
University, 1997). In digital media contexts, this focus
on representational issues becomes more complex and
fluid due to new possibilities for individuals to interact
with and use media. «Old media» forms such as cine-
ma and television relied on centralisation for produc-
tion and distribution and this often led to the reproduc-
tion of national cultures which are potentially homoge-
nous and mono-cultural (Bruns, 2008). Digital media
are distributed, decentralised and individualised
(Benkler, 2006) and have the potential to be more
internationally collaborative and may foster intercultu-
ral knowledge and understanding. This article explo-
res whether or not the Scratch Online Community, an
online space for digital media production by children
and young people, has been successful in promoting
intercultural collaboration and understanding and how
it might continue to evolve to achieve this objective to
a greater extent.

1. Digital media literacies and intercultural under-
standings

Digital media literacy education combines establis-
hed approaches to media literacy education with ele-
ments of information and communications technology
education (Dezuanni 2010: 23-25). According to
Buckingham and Domaille (2009), media literacy edu-
cation has different objectives in different countries,
but is typically underpinned by the goals of helping
young people to become critically responsive when
using media and to enable democratic participation
with media through developing media production
skills. The frameworks through which these goals are
met also vary, but generally aim to develop the ability
to «read» and «write» the media in both instrumental
and critical ways. Students learn to critically analyse
media texts to identify how they communicate their
messages and circulate social and cultural norms
through processes of representation. Students also cri-
tically analyse contexts such as the institutional influen-
ces on production and consumption and the ways in
which audiences respond to media. They learn to

«write» media by learning media production skills and
processes. Media literacy education for children and
young people has become an established part of for-
mal schooling in The United Kingdom, Canada,
Australia, the Nordic countries and several other parts
of the world. It has also become established in after
school programs and through specialist projects inter-
nationally. In recent years, digital media technologies
have expanded the focus of media literacy education
to include areas that were previously the domain of
information and communications technology educa-
tion. In particular, aspects of multimedia education like
video games production and digital animation, inclu-
ding programming, have begun to occur in media lite-
racy classrooms (Dezuanni, 2009). The presence of
social media has also led to an increased focus on ethi-
cal and safe practices in online spaces (Boyd, 2008).
Digital media literacy education is a contemporary
form of media literacy education that engages with the
host of new media forms that young people increa-
singly use in their everyday lives.

Media literacy education has a long history of dea-
ling with intercultural understandings and digital media
contexts that provide educators with new opportuni-
ties to encourage young people to explore these con-
cepts further. The media literacy education key area of
«representation» has been significantly influenced by
how the concept was developed and explored in the
academic field of Cultural Studies (Hall and Open
University, 1997; Williamson, 1990). The main
objective of understanding the process of «representa-
tion» is to consider how cultural texts selectively cons-
truct people, places and ideas according to specific
social and cultural norms. In media literacy classrooms,
this usually involves analysing media texts to identify
instances of stereotyping and distorted, unfair, deroga-
tory or inaccurate portrayals. A concept closely asso-
ciated with «representation» is that of «othering», the-
orised by Said in relation to cultural imperialism as a
process of emphasising other people’s perceived
weaknesses in order to bolster the purported strengths
of those in positions of authority (Said, 1985).

In digital media contexts, representational proces-
ses are complex because social media provide possibi-
lities for individuals to represent themselves and to
interact with «others» in ways that are often unavaila-
ble in the «offline» world. For example, individuals
may meet people they would usually not interact with
and this provides the dynamics for potentially new and
more democratic forms of social interaction. Of cour-
se, social media spaces are not utopias in which social
relations are free from the normative processes that
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exist offline and theorists have shown that online inte-
ractions often reinforce offline social relationships
(Boyd, 2008; Livingstone, 2009). Phenomena like
cyberbullying and online hate groups suggest that
social media spaces provide new possibilities for des-
tructive as well as constructive and positive behaviour.
The question, then, is how new media spaces may
become spaces for a version of digital media literacy
that provides young people with experiences that help
them to challenge unfair and derogatory portrayals and
that break down processes of «othering».

2. The Scratch Online Community
The Scratch website (figure 1), dubbed the

«YouTube of programming» is an online community
where young people share their own video games,
animated stories, and interactive art (Monroy-Her -
nandez and Resnick 2008). Members of the Scratch
online community, called «Scratchers» use the Scratch
programming environment, developed by the Lifelong
Kindergarten group at MIT, to program their digital
artefacts by putting together blocks of code to control
the interactions of visual objects and sounds (Resnick
& al., 2009). Two and a half years after its release in
2007, more than 800,000 projects had been shared
on the Scratch website. Projects range from physics
simulations, to video games featuring Obama and Mc -
Cain, to animated stories of singing cats. Every month,
more than half a million people from around the world
visit the Scratch website. There are more than

400,000 registered members, and 25% of them have
shared a project. The vast majority of users are betwe-
en 8 and 17 years old (self-reported), and there is an
active minority of adults who often play the role of
mentors. 

People use the website not only to share their
work but also to interact with other creators, exchange
ideas, work on collaborative projects, and discuss their
daily lives. A number of collaborative efforts have suc-
ceeded in creating dozens of projects in what
Scratchers often refer to as «companies»; that is, a
group of young people who co-create projects. The
website is completely open: anyone can browse,
download, and interact with people’s projects, or
register for an account to post their own. Participants
are encouraged to download other people’s projects to
learn how they were created and reuse parts to create
remixes; in fact, 28% of the projects are remixes. All
projects are shared under a Creative Commons licen-
se. Registered members can tag, «love» and bookmark
projects. Furthermore, in the spirit of popular online
social networks such as Facebook, they can befriend
other creators while maintaining the main goal of cre-
ating projects. The Scratch project has helped in fos-
tering new media literacy by providing children and
young people with the tools and the social environ-
ment to become full participants in the creation of digi-
tal culture.

This article explores the ways in which the
Scratch Online community provides opportunities for

users to experience difference, and therefore to
develop intercultural understandings. Scratch and
the Scratch Online Community are quintessential
examples of a tool and space for developing digital
media literacies that differ significantly from the
opportunities provided by more traditional forms
of media literacy education. Until relatively
recently, media produced by young people in
media literacy classrooms could only be shared
and discussed with classmates, families and occa-
sionally a slightly broader audience. Global media
distribution was the domain of international cor-
porations and international discussion amongst
young people occurred via pen friend schemes
and international exchange opportunities.
Creativity-oriented online social networks like
Scratch have completely changed this dynamic so
that international sharing of youth produced
media products and associated intercultural dialo-
gue are becoming commonplace. This paper asks
how Scratch can be used to enhance intercultural
understanding and how the online space might be
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Figure 1: Home page of the Scratch website, June 2011.
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improved to encourage further productive and cons-
tructive intercultural dialogue and sharing of media
productions.

3. Research questions and methods
This article initially aims to explore the types of

intercultural exchange that currently occur within the
Scratch Online environment. It asks where users are
located, how often they share their work and how
often people from other countries visit this work.
These questions will be answered through reference
to statistics generated directly from the database that
holds information about registered Scratch Community
members, the number of projects they create and visits
to these projects. These statistics, however, are not
able to answer other questions we have about the
types of things Scratchers say to each other about their
projects and the dialogue they might have about cultu-
ral topics and issues. 

We would also like to know how the site proacti-
vely provides opportunities for intercultural exchange.
In particular we want to answer the following ques-
tions: Does the Scratch Online Community actively
encourage international participation and intercultural
exchange? When sharing and discussing their work,
do Scratch community members discuss issues related
to ethnicity or culture? Does the Scratch community
have strategies in place for ensuring that discussions
about ethnicity and culture remain positive and pro-
ductive?

Different qualitative methods are used in this paper
to answer these questions. To explore conversations
between community members about issues related to
ethnicity and culture, and community strategies for
ensuring positive conversations, a search of the
site’s online forum was conducted to locate exam-
ples of dialogue related to those topics. This
approach has obvious limitations because it does
not indicate the frequency of such conversations.
However, in this article we aim to identify the
types of conversations and responses that poten-
tially occur in the community, rather than how
often they occur. 

To identify how the Scratch community
currently encourages international participation
and intercultural exchange and how it might
implement further strategies to achieve this,
Monroy-Hernandez draws on his experience as a
participant observer in the Scratch Online
Community. Monroy-Hernandez has been invol-
ved with the Scratch Online Community from its
inception and was responsible for the conceptua-

lisation and development of the community. In this
sense, aspects of the analysis are self-reflexive.

4. International participation in the Scratch Online
Community

As of the 13th May, 2011 users of the Scratch On -
line community came from approximately 135 coun-
tries. These are on a continuum from highly technolo-
gized countries like the United States, The United
Kingdom and Australia to countries like Zambia where
there is little access to technology. An initiative of the
Scratch development project was to make Scratch
available on the One Laptop per Child (OLPC) low
cost computer system, meaning that children and
young people in some of the world’s least technologi-
zed countries have access to the program. There is a
great degree of variability in the number of users from
each of these countries and the number of projects
they produce. Table 1 provides a sense of the interna-
tional scope of Scratch and its Online Community.

The number of individuals viewing and uploading
content to Scratch from countries around the world
suggests that it is a genuinely international phenome-
non. It is a computer clubhouse on a global scale and
its international take up shows that it has potential to
be a cross cultural tool for the creative use of techno-
logy. Some of the site’s affordances have led to its level
of success internationally. For example, for users origi-
nating in Mexico and Israel, some of the sections of the
home page are customized to make the experience
more localised and available in Spanish and Hebrew.
The US developers of Scratch have formed partner -
ships with collaborators in those countries to support

Table 1: A snapshot of some of the 135 countries from which 
Scratch users originate.
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the development of the commu-
nity there. Another sign of the
international nature of Scratch is
the «tag cloud» on the front of the
Scratch Online Community web-
site (figure 2), which shows the
most popular words being used to
tag projects in Scratch. These tags
are frequently in languages other
than English.

Another way to measure the
level of international interaction
on the site is to identify the num-
ber of international «visits» under-
taken when individuals from one
country visit projects uploaded by
individuals from a different country.
Since the inception of the Flash Online Community,
this has occurred 15,839,491 times. Table 2 shows
how often this has occurred as of 13th May, 2011.
The most common combination is for individuals to
visit projects produced in their own country.
However, there is a significant amount of international
visitation. These figures are self-reported. 

5. Dialogue about ethnicity and culture in the
Scratch Online Community

Social interaction is a significant feature of the
Scratch Online Community and in many ways the site
functions as a social network. Users are able to leave
comments about other
users’ work by making
comments under the pro-
ject’s display area. Pro -
ducers can add «Pro ject
Notes» to give a descrip-
tion about what they are
trying to achieve and often
use this space to respond
to the comments made by
other users. Users can also
take part in discussions in
dedicated forum spaces.
To give an indication of
the level of engagement on
these forums, as of June
3rd, 2011 there were
2288 topics and 18538
posts in the «New Scratch
Members» forum and in
«Advanced Topics» there
were 2923 topics with

46386 posts. Forums are also avai-
lable in 12 languages other than
English: German, Spanish, French,
Italian, Chinese, Greek, Portu guese,
Norwegian, Dutch, Turkish and
Polish. There are also 117 topics
and 1191 posts in a forum for «other
languages». These forums are cen-
tral to the social nature of the
Scratch Online Community and a
multitude of topics are discussed in
this space.

The international nature of
Scratch and the combination of
opportunities for creativity and
social interaction provide a unique
space in which intercultural exchan-

ge can occur through the development of digital media
literacy that is responsive to social and ethical issues.
The forums and other features of the Scratch Online
Community enable the combination of multimedia
creativity and social interaction. The technical and
creative aspects of digital media literacy are developed
as Scratchers work on their projects and seek assistan-
ce from other members of the community as well as
their «offline» teachers and mentors. In this context,
scratchers are just as likely to learn from someone in
another country as they are from a person sitting next
to them. Scratchers also learn to respond to other
users’ feedback about the content of their productions

Figure 2: Scratch Online Community Tag
Cloud showing international participation.

Table 2: The number of «visits» to Scratch projects by international origin and destination.
* The numbers for Antarctica are inflated as users select their country from a drop down menu and

Antarctica is the first country listed.
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and this relates to both their creativity and the socio-
cultural implications of their productions. Where pro-
jects or comments are potentially offensive, hurtful,
unfair or work to «other» members of the community,
the community is potentially a space for teaching and
learning through intercultural exchange. The claim
being made here is not that the Scratch community
will always positively respond to negative processes of
representation. Rather, the claim is that the community
provides an opportunity to respond to harmful repre-
sentations, just as any media literacy classroom can.
The following forum exchange provides and example
of how the Scratch Online Community potentially acts
to develop socially responsive digital media literacy.
Note that the user names have been altered and some
of the text has been changed to protect the identities of
the Scratchers involved:

  –– «Hello everybody. I’m here to discuss the
foreign Scratchers from countries like Japan, Indo -
nesia, and other non-English speaking countries.
Now, I’m not trying to be racist but it seems that some
scratchers don’t understand some things. It seems that
they haven’t gotten the idea like that you can draw
things, and (no offence) everything doesn’t have to
bounce around. I wish there was a way to convert
what they say also. I’m not trying to be offensive at all,
I just wanted to see if there is a way to change it for
them. I think also we should try to recognize them, and
help them. Thanks!» (MickeyMantle1234: Scratcher.
Posts: 4).

–– «Hi MickeyMantle1234. Scratch is a diverse
community where people of all different backgrounds
can come to collaborate and share projects and ideas.
Many Scratchers aren’t from English-speaking coun-
tries – in fact, there are whole galleries of projects
dedicated to specific languages and cultures. To you,
these Scratchers are foreign, but Scratch is a global
community, not an American one. I know you might
not have meant any harm, but I think many «foreign»
users might be offended by the idea that they just don’t
get Scratch the same way we do. […] Just make sure
you remain respectful of everyone; you might have
something to teach them, but you can also learn
something from them as well» (Halfmoon: Commu -
nity Moderator. Posts: 1802).

–– «Also, please understand that Scratch is used in
a lot of schools in other countries - often in beginning
programming classes where everybody is following
along with the teacher. So you might see 30 projects
suddenly show up on Scratch all doing basically the
same simple action, such as a bouncing ball or a talking
Scratch cat. This can leave you with the impression

that people from other countries only do very basic
projects. But that’s not necessarily the case... it’s just
that they often have large classrooms of kids all doing
simple projects at school. Treat others as you would
like to be treated» (Paddlesteamer: Scratch Team.
Posts: 6327).

–– «Yeah totally. I absolutely was not trying to
offend them at all. I was just trying to help» (Mic -
keyMantle1234: Scratcher. Posts: 4).

In this exchange, a new Scratcher (4 forum posts
– MickeyMantle1234) positions non-English speaking
members of the community as «other» by representing
them as «foreigners» and by suggesting they are less
able to use Scratch. S/he seems frustrated that it is not
possible to understand what the non-English speaking
Scratchers are saying and that their skill levels seem
low. MickeyMantle1234’s frustration seems to come
from how difficult it is to help the «foreign» Scratchers
when they do not share a common language.
However, the assumptions underlying the comments
are problematic, as pointed out by a community mode-
rator and Scratch team member. MickeyMantle1234
has placed him/herself at the centre of the Scratch
Online Community, assuming that English should be
the dominant language of the site. While this indivi-
dual wants to help, it is through the process of making
it more possible for «them» to interact with «us». This
works very much in the manner of Edward Said’s pro-
cesses of «othering», with an attempt to position non-
English speakers as inferior, less intelligent and in need
of help (1985). 

Experienced members of the Scratch community,
the moderator (1802 posts) and Scratch team member
(6327 posts) identify this as a «teachable moment»
related to intercultural understanding. Their responses
aim to reinforce a community norm for the Scratch
Online Community that does not tolerate «othering»
and in which people from all ethnicities and nationali-
ties feel welcome and supported. There are some
interesting contrasts with the ways in which teaching
and learning about representation and «othering» have
occurred in this instance when compared to more tra-
ditional media literacy approaches. It has long been the
practice in media literacy education for teaching and
learning about concepts like representation to occur as
part of «theory» lessons. When the concepts have
been learnt, it is assumed that students will then be
able to apply these to their own productions (Buc -
kingham, 1995). This approach is exemplified in
approaches to media education like the «demystifica-
tion» during the 1990s which placed emphasis on
revealing hidden messages in media and which were
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suspicious of classroom production on the basis that it
was likely to teach students to simply reinforce domi-
nant ideologies (Masterman, 1990). Buckingham and
others have challenged the separation of theory and
practice, suggesting the two need to work together to
provide students with personally meaningful learning
experiences (Buckingham, 2003; Burn, 2009). The
example provided here illustrates that the social con-
text of digital media environments makes it essential
that «theory» and «practice» not be separated. The
response of the Scratch «elders» to Mickey Mantle -
1234’s comments, and Mickey Mantle1234’s apparent
willingness to accept the community’s norms (via his
final comment) show that social interaction in online
spaces has great educational potential to achieve many
of the goals of media literacy education related to
social and cultural beliefs and values.

This is further reinforced by another example that
shows that it is not just the Scratch «gatekeepers» or
«elders» who establish these social and cultural expec-
tations in the Scratch Online Community. In the follo-
wing exchange community members act to establish
norms that promote diversity. A Swedish Scratcher
outlines some information about her/his country and
then invites other Scratchers to share information
about their countries, as a form of intercultural
exchange of knowledge and information. When a
Scratcher aims to undermine this by making provocati-
ve (albeit ostensibly humorous) comments about
American superiority, the other Scratchers quickly re-
establish a norm of diversity and tolerance:

–– It would be fun, and you can learn about other
countries. Sweden (Sverige in Swedish). Capital:
Stockholm. Inhabitants: About nine million. Climate:
Pretty cold, and much snow in the north, quite mild in
the south. School is mandatory from the age of seven,
you go to «ground school» until the age of sixteen
when you go to «Gymnasium» (Not mandatory), then
you go to university. You don’t have to pay to go to any
school, including gymnasium and university. Form of
government: Constitutional monarchy. Typical
Swedish thing: Swedish meatballs and unpacked
candy in stores. Famous Swedes: ABBA (band), Björn
Borg (tennis player), Ingmar Bergman (Film maker),
Astrid Lindgren (Children’s book author most known
for Pippi Longstocking), Ingvard Kamprard (Started
IKEA) and the Swedish chef in the muppets show.
Now tell me about your country (Waycool:
Scratcher. Posts: 1835).

–– Well i’m Vietnamise but born in the USA so
I’m a citizen. The capital is-Saigon. The Signature dish
of Vietnamsie culture is Pho (pronouced Phuh) Pho is

vietnamise noodle soup. Government-Communist...
but doesn’t mean in Communist!... If you want to find
more then search on Wikipedia Happy New Year!
(ScratchY: Scratcher. Posts: 2773).

–– America We is the rulers of the world!!!! Not
really. We have around 300 million people. We have
great films, tv shows, not presidents...School is good.
Grades One-Five in elementary school, Six-Eight or
Nine in Middle and grades Nine or Ten through
Twelve in High school. We then go to college/univer-
sity. California rocks with its govenator. Too bad I
don’t live there now. (TheAngel: Scratcher. Posts:
2960).

Of course we rule the world (Blockhead:
Scratcher. Posts: 131).

–– Please don’t say things that are offensive to
others espesicialy to people from different countries.
Thank-you (ScratchY: Scratcher. Posts: 2773).

–– Good point! - I don’t care if they say that, but
some might find it offensive (Waycool: Scratcher.
Posts: 1835).

–– «I find it just plain arrogant. I have a billion
comments about that statement but I’m going to keep
them in» (XYZ1234: Scratcher. Posts: 3957).

–– «I just find it sad. Its depressing that the stere-
otype for America is arrogant, fat and cruel. That plays
into it. Although I did start that. I hope everyone took
it as a joke...*Goes to put smileys next to sentences*
(TheAngel: Scratcher. Posts: 2960).

These posts are outtakes from a much longer
series in which other Scratchers discuss their coun-
tries, home cities, towns and provinces or States and
topics like local food and customs. The overall
sequence is an exemplary illustration of the ways in
which the Scratch Online Community is a space
where intercultural understandings are developed. It
also illustrates the ways in which the norms established
within the community may be upheld by community
members without the intervention of community
moderators. In this exchange, the reference to
Americans being «Rulers of the World» aims to esta-
blish a norm that reflects those established within
popular culture, particularly through Hollywood. This
is a norm of American superiority and dominance and
one that positions international cultures as inferior.
The Angel’s reference to Hollywood and the Gover -
nator (former California Governor, Arnold Schwar -
zenegger) provides an opportunity for Blockhead –this
is a pseudonym, but very close to the name chosen by
this Scratcher– to repeat the norm of American domi-
nance in an unambiguous fashion. This works to dis-
miss the discussion around cultural diversity and local



identities or to reduce it to a topic for humour. Howe -
ver, the Scratchers who began the discussion are
unwilling to allow their dialogue to be undermined
and re-establish the norm of tolerance. XYZ1234’s
response illustrates how passionate some members of
the community are about defending diversity of opi-
nion. It is interesting that while The Angel shows
willingness to remain part of the discussion, Blockhead
falls silent in the thread. This exchange is another
example of how education about intercultural unders-
tanding has been supported in the Scratch online com-
munity. 

The claim here is not that exchanges like this are
inevitable, frequent or always be positive. Rather, the
claim is that the Scratch Online Community provides
the opportunity for these types of exchanges to occur
and that the norms of tolerance and diversity establis-
hed within the community by its moderators makes it
more likely that these values will be accepted and
defended by community members. Further analysis,
however, would need to occur for this claim to be
substantiated.

6. Conclusion
The Scratch Online community is a space for digi-

tal media literacy that provides opportunities for tea-
ching and learning that go beyond the usual capacity of
traditional media literacy. The Scratch community is a
space that increases the potential for intercultural par-
ticipation while it expands users’ new media produc-
tion skills and creativity. At the same time, users have
the opportunity to interact across cultural and geograp-
hic boundaries in socially acceptable ways that cele-
brate diversity. This is not to say that traditional media
literacy does not still have a great deal to offer digital
media literacy education. Instead, this article argues
that the version of digital media literacy made possible
by Scratch goes beyond learning how to access, use
and create media. It is also possible to draw on the
important objective from traditional media literacy that
aims to help children and young people respond to
social and cultural issues like intercultural understan-
ding in a critical way. 

The examples provided in this article point to par-
ticipation in Scratch and similar communities as a safe
space for intercultural exchange. The challenge for
media literacy educators and the Scratch production
team is to consider how opportunities for social and
cultural learning can best be harnessed to meet the

objectives of this extended definition of digital media
literacy. 
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1. Introduction 
What is changing and what stays the same in

audience and screen interaction? Are audiences a
dying breed in the society of networks? Is the age of
being mere passive receivers of media over, and with
it the media’s traditional modes of educommuncating
with their audiences? As social subjects on the move
from one communicative form to another, are we now
different from when we interacted with screens?
What are the conditions that mark this new culture of
dialogue? Now that we represent many different types
of audience, does that change us as citizens and allow
us to be more assertive and creative; are we empowe-
red? How can educommunication respond to these
challenges and be culturally, socially and politically
relevant today? 

We tackle these questions in order to respond to
and reject certain implausible suppositions that these
issues present, both in terms of the mass migration to
the digital world and the use of social networks and
the predicted «death» of television and other hegemo-
nic mass media (Carlon & Escolari, 2009), as well as
the culture of passivity or «spectatorship» that lives on
in certain sectors of the audience and in many of their
interactions with the Internet (White, 2006). We also
contest other assumptions about the disappearance of
this audience which seems to have cast off its status as
receivers or spectators to become users, senders and
receivers, «prosumers», or even fans within the new
culture of interactivity and convergence (Jenkins,
2008).

We adopt Castells’ (2009: 105) expression «mass
self-communication» as we believe it conveys the phe-
nomenon we are experiencing in Latin America, of
classic mass communication and its concomitant
audience reception that is more or less passive opera-
ting alongside a gradual but still incomplete migration
of sectors of this audience to the digital world and a
more proactive and creative dialogue. 

It is precisely horizontal dialogue and its modes
(types, levels, styles) within interactivity which esta-
blish the conditions «sine qua non» that define new
roles and identities for audiences within the contem-
porary communicational ecosystem (Jenkins, 2009).
And it is these challenges that we aim to meet with
educommunication strategies. However, for Ferrés
there is an important nuance: «If up to now receivers
have been referred to as the public or the audience,
those who use the new screens are now called inter-
locutors. The arrival and acceptance of the term «pro-
sumer» is probably the ultimate expression of this para-
digm shift. Today’s consumer does not deny himself

the opportunity to be a producer. He has all he needs
to do so at hand» (Ferrés, 2010: 251-252).

2. Disillusionment with broadened connectivity 
Following the widespread optimism at the possibi-

lities offered by connection to the digital world and the
potential for audiences to become producers, the eup-
horia over the advantages of the new technologies and
social networks has been tempered by a check on rea-
lity, which lags behind desires and good intentions. 

Firstly, the instrumental access of the social sectors
to the technology is less than desirable. In Mexico for
example (more or less as in the rest of Latin America),
no more than 40% of the population, that is 45 million
out of 110 million, has Internet access compared to
64.2% in Spain, according to recent surveys1. 

Secondly, access to the digital culture that the
technology seems to offer is still at a low level, alt-
hough it is difficult to measure because it transcends
basic access to digital devices and their occasional
usage. Various studies across different countries have
demonstrated that only small segments of those who
are connected can really be identified as active and
engaged communicators (Orozco, 2011).

The reasons behind this are many. History shows
that although technology has an impact on society, the
cultural change that this brings takes longer to materia-
lize. Another factor to consider is that we are emerging
from an age of authoritarianism and verticality in mass
media mainly conveyed by television, which positio-
ned audiences as passive and too timid to express opi-
nions which had no resonance because there were no
channels to argue against the mass messages, or oppor-
tunities for any real or symbolic interaction. 

Latin America also has another communication-
related problem in the decades-long educational imba-
lance in which schools have given greater priority to
reading than writing, favoring reception over expres-
sion. If we consider Postman, «in a culture dominated
by the printed word, the main feature of public dis-
course has been the orderly and coherent presentation
of ideas, and the public is trained to understand this
type of discourse» (Postman, 1991: 56), we see that
this is not the case. In Latin America, there is an
expressive deficit that seems to hold us back from
being subjects who are fully capable of communica-
ting, transmitting and producing within the new plat-
forms of dialogue (Orozco, 2010). 

And it is not as if being different types of audience
(and being audiences many simultaneously), using
new digital skills and expertise and possessing various
communication devices is something that comes auto-
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matically or necessarily out of the effervescence of
interactivity and convergence between screens.
Neither is it something that is simply attained and
which stays with us for always. Dimensions of interac-
tivity are different from those of the complex and
essentially cultural exchange which occurs beyond the
mere mastery of digital devices, and assumes a degree
of learning and entertainment, and explicit agencies
and willpower on the part of the subjects who interact
(Jensen, 2011). 

Being an audience member means being able to
use different modes of interaction, from the latent to
the explicit, which do not
necessarily qualify the audien-
ces that use them as senders
and producers. Much research
into Latin America audiences
(Jacks, 2011) concludes that
one of the greatest challenges
for the reception of old and
new screens is to clarify where
consumption ends and pro-
duction begins for all commu-
nicators.

Not only in Latin America
but worldwide, there is an illu-
sion that participation, dialo-
gue and creative production in
audiences-communicators
represent a broad, decentrali-
zed, deferred consumption
controlled by the audiences
themselves which, in the end,
is still consumption. Controlling consumption or perso-
nalizing it does not make it a productive, innovatory
and transcendent action, nor is it a mutation from con-
sumer-receiver to sender-producer. We should not
forget that «consumption can also make us think» (Gar -
cía Canclini, 1994). 

The challenge of consumption is that it is more
than just food for thought. It helps foment creativity
and production, and situates the audience within a
dimension of interlocution in which they exercise gre-
ater leadership capacity. The creative act itself provo-
kes other communications in an ascending spiral of
creativity and empowerment for all participants. 

What has changed and will continue to change in
the reception processes is the positioning of the
audiences. As various studies have shown (Orozco,
2011) reception can be deferred, collective or perso-
nalized. A communication can be seen outside the
screen for which it was originally produced and then

transmitted on yet another. This is the case with TV
programs that can be seen on the Internet, on a cell
phone screen or on an iPod. This was the case with
the cinema in which films, and now videos, can still be
viewed on television, on the Internet or on any other
screen. Essentially there is nothing new in this except
a growing and often compulsive transmediality in the
reception of audiovisual products. 

The reception of television has come out of its his-
torical closet: the space in the home where we watch
TV can now take place anywhere (Repoll, 2010).
Reception happens in places outside the home, in

bars, markets, shopping centres, restaurants, on public
transport, in shop windows, to name but a few of the
scenarios where there is interaction with screens, as
many studies have pointed out. 

This transmediality of diffusion and reception, the
increasing range of places where audiences are found
and their hyperconnectivity all give the impression that
media consumption automatically translates into
something productive now that it is under the control
of the consumer, the Net user, the videogame player,
the film or TV watcher, etc., without realizing that the
majority of consumer exchanges are reactive and
unaccompanied by any type of premeditated reflec-
tion. The fact that they are deferred and transmedia in
nature does not mean they contain a germ of creativity
or a horizontal relationship. 

The sensory spaces for reception are also under-
going important changes. Watching TV now not only
takes place away from its traditional location and scre-
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As social subjects on the move from one communicative
form to another, are we now different from when we 
interacted with screens? What are the conditions that mark
this new culture of dialogue? Now that we represent many
different types of audience, does that change us as citizens
and allow us to be more assertive and creative; are we
empowered? How can educommunication respond to 
these challenges and be culturally, socially and politically
relevant today? 
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en but also watching a film now longer means physi-
cally going to a cinema to sit and watch a movie.
Young people have different reasons for going to the
cinema, converting the experience into a sociocultural
activity to be shared with those with whom they are
developing important common reference points in
their socio-affective relationships. 

Likewise, the cell phone has completely revolutio-
nized the traditional usage and reason for the telepho-
ne, now transcending verbal communication over dis-
tances to become a versatile device that is receives and
transmits the voice, sounds and images personalized by

the user throughout the day (Winocur, 2009).
Screens and digital devices are now much more than
mere instruments. They are complex machines that
connect and locate, acting as a safe haven in a sea of
uncertainty, and entertaining the user when bored,
etc. 

The diversification and the growing, simultaneous
use of various languages and formats in intercultural
communication enable the user to construct and send
discourses in many different languages, similar to those
transmitted by different channels or devices. This
assumes that the audience’s communicative processes
are increasingly participatory, creative, innovatory and

more complex but we also see the challenge ahead for
educommunication: to foment understanding of the
multiple languages and channels, and the transmedia-
lity of the dialogues; to form subjects who engage and
participate in communicative exchanges. 

It is becoming increasingly clear from international
studies that straddle various countries, such as the Pew
Internet and American Life (2005) report, a study by
Fundación Telefónica and Ariel (2008) and the
Manifesto for Media Education (2011), that the con-
cern is not about participation but about user reaction
or passive connectivity, for it seems that only a small

percentage of those who con-
nect really participate. 

When the complex rela-
tionship between channels and
languages are taken into
account the channels, changes
in audience participation can
be measured by their degree of
interaction and dialogue.
Participation of this type trans-
cends technical competency
with digital devices and instead
responds to the meanings and
pathways opened up by inte-
racting with information on the
screen. 

If we believe that the
whole is not the sum of its
parts, then it follows that the
usage of new screens does not
reflect the mere sum of possibi-
lities (react, download mate-
rial, send material to others,
simultaneously handle activities
such as listening to music, chat-
ting and playing videogames)
and not just part of a sum, we

can then start to believe, in the strictest sense, in the
emergence of a different form of dialogue. Other types
of interaction that are broad and diverse must be
understood as a preamble or prerequisite for a diffe-
rent kind of dialogue. Supporting this transition is one
of the most pressing issues for media education and
educators. 

As Jensen (2005) contends, interactivity is the
dimension in which the audience’s sense of identity is
modified because the audience who engages in inte-
ractive production is also, at the same time, the user.
Being a user marks a qualitative difference in regard to
the concept of audience. A user-producer means the

The education of active audiences means that teaching-
learning models need to be created and inserted into 
university curricula. These models should give students free
rein to express themselves and they must reflect constantly
on the new logic of interlocution. Neither the interactivity
nor the technological possibilities offered to contemporary
audiences are sufficient to develop a knowledge society;
only an integrated form of education that makes best use of
the immense potential of the new value chain that the
current digital context provides can transform the new
audiences into engaged producers and critical users of a
communication that is truly global, participatory 
and integrated. 
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audience becomes a critically autonomous agent. And
agency, as Giddens (1996) stated, involves reflection
not just action or reaction. It is precisely this dimension
of cognitive, conscious production and decision that
distinguishes interactivity from mere reaction to stimu-
lus or to any behavioural of sensory change. 

Various studies of cases of young people teaching
themselves to read and write outside the school show
how the critical point in their learning is reached when
the subject reflects on and distances himself from these
practices to assess their worth and then reinserts them
in other contexts and scenarios. 

Be this as it may, it does not rule out the possibility
that in other moments or different digital practices or
contexts, the audience will not behave as users-produ-
cers. That is, they will not make a coordinated media-
based reflection or action via the real, material and sig-
nificant transformation of the audiovisual reference. 

In this age of revolutions fanned by the communi-
cation and mobilization made possible by social net-
works, it is more vital than ever to recover the «intelli-
gent multitudes» concept coined by Rheingold.
«Intelligent multitudes are groups of people who
undertake collective mobilizations, be they political,
social, financial, thanks to a new medium of commu-
nication that enables new forms of organization to be
set up, different in scale, involving people who until
then were unable to coordinate such movements»
(Rheingold, 2002: 13). 

The author’s concept is particularly relevant today
with the Indignant Ones, a protest movement led by
young Spanish people that mobilized in the spring of
2011 (Movimiento del 15 M, Democracia Real, ya)
and with the uprisings in countries in North Africa.
This new form of interactivity was crucial in the latter
case, in which a large number of citizens became both
users and producers of communication by applying the
new technologies of the social networks. What emer-
ged was a form of organization based on the network
concept, active participation and not just being an
audience or taking part in varied consumption. 

For this reason the education of today’s users and
producers, and especially of those university students
studying Communication, must be toughened in two
ways: as recipient and critical user of messages and as
producer of information and communication. Media
literacy needs to confront this seemingly contradictory
perspective of citizens and the media, in which there
is an audience which is more or less passive or there
are critical users and producers, based on the expe-
rience and reflections of the producers-receivers them-
selves. This is the objective of «Communication, edu-

cation and society in the digital context», a pioneering
university degree course on offer in Spain, which takes
media literacy content as the basis for the students’
learning process.

3. Communication, education and society in the
digital context

In Spain, as in the majority of countries in Latin
American, media education has never been a staple of
the school curriculum. The LOGSE (General Organic
Law of Education) created two optional subjects:
Processes of Communication and Audiovisual Com mu -
ni cation which both appeared then disappeared from
the curriculum. Currently, the contents of any Edu ca -
tion in Communication course can be found spread
across various different curricular subjects.

As we have posited in other works, we must ask
ourselves: «Which educational model do we want to
promote in the 21st century? This question must incor-
porate the best of recent pedagogical trends that centre
educational action on the process of the student’s
work and which are able to adapt to a world of chan-
ging realities» (García Matilla, 2010: 164-165). 

«Communication, education and society in the
digital context» is a basic part of the degree course in
Publicity and Public Relations at the University of
Valladolid’s campus in the city of Segovia, which aims
to prepare students to face the new challenges of com-
munication in the 21st century. From the start, students
learn how to become users-producers, creative produ-
cers and critical receivers of messages. They get to
create their own self-portrait, which gives them the
chance to talk about themselves to others and to
exchange opinions with their fellow students through
interviews. This task is completed at the end of the
first year by a piece of creative work and the produc-
tion of a micro-investigation in which students apply
skills and expertise to frame questions, draw up hypot-
heses and choose suitable methodologies for research
into specific communication-based themes. The pro-
cess ranges from the most personal to the most instru-
mental, completing a cycle of critical reception and
creative production. This process has included reflec-
tion and practice of artistic creativity as a basic instru-
ment for media literacy in the digital context. Digital
literacy in this case refers to an integral multimedia and
audiovisual communication. It puts the students in
touch with a new hypermedia world in which new
and old media coalesce, and situates them where the
changes and transformations are taking place that
reflect the end of the analogical age and the beginning
of the digital age. 
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The main objective of this subject is to provide
basic theoretical-practical knowledge and a global fra-
mework for understanding the communicative proces-
ses in their many facets, and how they function in our
society within the digitally globalized multimedia con-
text. Coming at the start of the degree course, it also
aims to give students a series of basic conceptual tools
for understanding and assimilating contemporary com-
munication processes, which the students study in gre-
ater depth later in the course. It also aims to provide
students with the basic instruments for communicating
through the written and spoken word («audio-scripto-
visual» in the words of Jean Cloutier) and to instruct

them how to analyze messages across different media
and supports in the current digital environment. 

The subject content is based on three pillars each
with a different theme: 

1) Introduction to media education: educommuni-
cation in the digital society. This first part of the course
consists of an introduction to the concept of education
in communication and to other fundamentals of the
educommunication field (user-producer, interaction
and interactivity) as well as to the work and research
carried out by leading educommunicators. Basic
notions of visual deconstruction and discourse analysis
are discussed, and group work is promoted as an
important factor in this early stage for boosting creati-
vity and producing creative output and the develop-
ment of critical thought; these are the basic working
tools of the course. The objectives of this section are
for the students to acquire a conceptual language for

the understanding of and reflection on the communi-
cative and information processes; students should be
able to identify the main elements, actors and structu-
res of the communicative processes, and know how to
integrate the knowledge acquired in an interdiscipli-
nary perspective. 

2) Creative communication as an educational ins-
trument of analysis. We designed the second part of
the course around the idea that one of the deficiencies
in educommunication has been its failure to integrate
the teaching of the traditional arts or to underplay their
importance as instruments for communication. In the
same way, the teaching of art and culture at the basic

educational level has failed to
include the audiovisual arts
and the new communication
media as part of the understan-
ding of our cultural heritage.
This could be due to a delibe-
rate separation or mutual
incomprehension (which often
occurs in practice) between
communication and culture,
between «new and old media»
and «new and old media disci-
plines» (Nava rro, 2008). 

Today, with the applica-
tion of audiovisual and digital
communication technologies to
art and communication and the
creation of new genres, we
can no longer talk of a clear-
cut division between cultural
media and communication

media. Yet we need to understand the new forms of
production and reception of media (communicative
and cultural) in an intertextual and contextual way.
The subject with the title «Communication, Education
and Society» in the digital context aims to close this gap
with experiences and proposals for research and
action based on the creativity of the students themsel-
ves, starting from a review of key concepts such as cul-
ture, the media and the information and communica-
tion systems. 

The students work on applying creativity to the
analysis of the media, culture and their relation to the
social context. To do this, the students must produce
their own piece of creative work (individually or as
part of a group), which consists of the creative reading
of an urban space in Segovia. This activity is part of an
artistic and educational research project called «the
city’s footprint: an interdisciplinary project» in which

This situation has given rise to a new value chain and the
creation of new genres of digital communication: social net-
works, blogs, wikis, platforms such as YouTube, etc., but it
has also affected the old forms of communication and
expression. We believe it is vital to study and analyze these
transformations, their nature and the repercussions on the
way we communicate with each other, and that the students
on this course reflect on this context based on their own
experience as users-producers. 
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professors and artists work in collaboration with the
city’s «Esteban Vicente» museum of contemporary art.
In this practice, an analysis is made of the actual pro-
cesses that emerge from an idea in a script to final pro-
duction, concluding with a reflection on how to make
the best social, educational and cultural use of the
media of creation and communication. The objectives
are: to promote creativity as an instrument of personal
and collective development, and to understand the
importance of creativity for making the best social,
educational and cultural use of information and com-
munication systems. 

3) Old and new media in the digital context.
Genres, convergencies and discourses. The emergen-
ce of new technologies has brought about changes in
communication, information and culture that not only
affect production but also reception. In this context,
one of the most important phenomena has been the
transformation of receiver into producer of messages
and content: the user-producer. This situation has
given rise to a new value chain and the creation of
new genres of digital communication: social networks,
blogs, wikis, platforms such as YouTube, etc., but it
has also affected the old forms of communication and
expression. We believe it is vital to study and analyze
these transformations, their nature and the repercus-
sions on the way we communicate with each other,
and that the students on this course reflect on this con-
text based on their own experience as users-produ-
cers. 

As a culminating experience, the students work
under the supervision of a tutor to conduct deeper
investigation into specific research topics from the
course: educommunication and participative culture;
the concept of public service in the digital industry’s
new value chain; new participatory media in the net-
work; new forms of providing information in the digital
context; leisure in the digital culture: 3D animation and
videogames. Their approach to these themes comes
from the proactive audience perspective. The aims are
to work with the fundamentals of educommunication
that go beyond Web 2.0; to know and analyze the
new communication and information platforms and to
reflect on their reach and importance; to be able to
identify the new value chain and the new genres of
culture and information that come with the ICT; to
know the potential of ICT for media education and
the training of citizens to be more critical; and to come
away with the ability to recognize and analyse new
forms of creation and reception of cultural output. 

This subject emphasizes the educational method
based on the process, so the teaching strategies are

specifically directed towards active student participa-
tion and group work. To meet this objective, we use
the blog as a didactic instrument for sharing knowledge
contributed by university teachers and students alike.
This course has also generated complementary activi-
ties such as seminars, workshops and conferences that
have enabled students to meet professionals working
in the fields of culture and communication in their
various facets. 

4. Conclusion 
The education of active audiences means that tea-

ching-learning models need to be created and inserted
into university curricula. These models should give
students free rein to express themselves and they must
reflect constantly on the new logic of interlocution.
Neither the interactivity nor the technological possibi-
lities offered to contemporary audiences are sufficient
to develop a knowledge society; only an integrated
form of education that makes best use of the immense
potential of the new value chain that the current digital
context provides can transform the new audiences
into engaged producers and critical users of a commu-
nication that is truly global, participatory and integra-
ted. 

Notes
1 Indicators that track the information society. Ministry of Industry,
Tourism and Commerce, Government of Spain, May 2011.
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ABSTRACT 
The changes occurring in the media environment over the last decade force us to revise the parameters from which
media education is to be implemented today, in a new age of communications. This article seeks to provide some
criteria that media education or media literacy should follow, and especially a coordinated proposal of dimensions
and indicators to define the new media competence. The proposal has been made by the authors of this article from
the contributions made by 50 renowned Spanish and foreign experts in Media Literacy. The proposal focuses on
six major dimensions: languages; technology; interaction processes; production and dissemination processes; ideo-
logy and values, and the aesthetic dimension. And it is structured around two areas of work in every dimension: the
production of their own messages and the interaction with outside messages. We propose to develop this media
education in the context of participatory culture, combining critical and aesthetic thinking with the expressive capa-
city; the development of personal autonomy with social and cultural commitment. Finally, we propose to combine
technological revolution with neurobiological revolution, assuming changes produced in the conception of the
human mind, especially as regards the importance of emotions and unconscious processes over reasoned and cons-
cious ones.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
Los cambios que se han producido en el entorno comunicativo durante la última década obligan a revisar los pará-
metros desde los que se ha de impartir la educación mediática. En este artículo se ofrecen algunos criterios que debe-
rían presidir esta educación y, sobre todo, una propuesta articulada de dimensiones y de indicadores para definir la
nueva competencia mediática. La propuesta ha sido realizada por los autores y ajustada a partir de las aportaciones
hechas por 50 reconocidos expertos, españoles y extranjeros, y gira en torno a seis grandes dimensiones: lenguajes,
tecnología, procesos de interacción, procesos de producción y difusión, ideología y valores, y dimensión estética. Y
está estructurada en torno a dos ámbitos de trabajo: el de la producción de mensajes propios y el de la interacción
con mensajes ajenos. Se propone desarrollar esta educación en el marco de la cultura participativa, compaginando
el espíritu crítico y estético con la capacidad expresiva, el desarrollo de la autonomía personal con el compromiso
social y cultural. Se pretende, en fin, compaginar la revolución tecnológica con la neurobiológica, asumiendo los
cambios producidos en la concepción de la mente humana, sobre todo en lo referente al peso de las emociones y
del inconsciente sobre los procesos razonados y conscientes.
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1. Introduction
Between 2005 and 2010, a research project was

carried out in Spain financed by the Catalan Au -
diovisual Council (CAC) and the Ministry of
Education to assess the level of media competence in
the country’s citizens (Ferrés & al., 2011). The fin-
dings of the investigation were based on 6,626 ques-
tionnaires, 31 in-depth interviews and 28 group dis-
cussions that took place across Spain during that five-
year period. The sample was stratified according to
age (16 to 24, 25 to 64, 65 and over), gender and edu-
cational level.

Seventeen universities, one from each of Spain’s
regional autonomous communities, took part in the
project which was coordinated by Barcelona’s
Pompeu Fabra University. A document was drawn up
by a group of experts at the start of the investigation to
identify the dimensions and indicators by which the
extent of media competence was to be defined (Fe -
rrés, 2006; 2007).

Along similar lines, three other research, investiga-
tion and development projects are currently in pro-
gress, financed by the Ministry of Science and Inno -
vation and directed by Dr. Joan Ferrés, of the Pompeu
Fabra University, Dr. Ignacio Aguaded, at the Uni -
versity of Huelva and Dr. Agustín García Matilla, from
the University of Valladolid in the city of Segovia. 

These three projects aim to diagnose the needs of
three important institutions or collectives involved in
media competence for citizens: university education
(in the disciplines of communication and education),
compulsory education and the professionals who
work in communication. 

Much has changed in the world of media commu-
nication since 2005. There has been a significant trans-
formation in the communicative landscape due to the
appearance of new technological devices and commu-
nicative practices. These changes have altered the defi-
nition of media competence by adjusting the formula-
tion of dimensions and incorporating new indicators. 

The authors of this article drew up a draft docu-
ment for a proposal of dimensions and indicators that
updated the one published in 2006 and 2007, taking
into account new work on the subject that has been
produced in recent years (The High Council for
Media Education, 2008; European Commission,
2010). This document was sent to several internatio-
nal experts in media literacy requesting their collabora-
tion in the assessment of this field and in proposing
changes. The document’s definitive proposal, as pre-
sented in section 3, includes the majority opinions of
those experts who responded to our request. 

2. Defining concepts and discarding erroneous
notions 
2.1. The concept of competence 

The concept of competence comes from the
world of business and labor, and has been adopted by
academia to the point where it is now the key concept
in educational reform in the majority of European
Union member states, including Spain. Competence is
understood as a combination of the knowledge, skills
and attitudes deemed essential for performing a task
within a specific context. 

It is precisely this concept’s origin in work and the
professions that provokes misgivings in some experts. If
this concept is still valid despite these misgivings, it is
because the concept is not subject to an instrumental
interpretation of measureable impact. A broader defi-
nition of competence does not necessarily assume that
media education guarantees professional workforce
development efficacy but instead sees it as a pathway
for a wide range of personal development opportuni-
ties. Media competence has to contribute to the deve-
lopment of citizens’ personal autonomy and social and
cultural commitment. 

2.2. Dimensional functionality
The dictionary of Spain’s Royal Academy defines

«dimension» as «each magnitude of a set that serves to
define a phenomenon». The phenomenon of commu-
nication, like all human phenomena, should be viewed
holistically. None of its components can be explained
in any other way than by the total sum of their symbio-
tic interactions. Nonetheless an overall understanding
of the phenomenon requires the specification and dif-
ferentiation of each of the relevant magnitudes so that
none are overlooked in the analysis and expressive
practice. 

In the phenomenon of media education, language,
for example, cannot be understood without techno-
logy. Likewise, neither can ideology or aesthetics be
understood without language. So nothing prevents
approaches to the phenomenon of media education in
school or university praxis from being polarized by
prioritizing the technological dimension over the lin-
guistic dimension; just as there are approaches to the
dimensions of technology and languages that simply
enable students to reproduce the formulaic production
of the conventional mass media in an uncritical way.
That is, these approaches focus on the media langua-
ges but marginalize their ideologies and values. Or
they concentrate on languages but neglect the aesthe-
tic dimension. These six clearly defined dimensions
seek to avoid these types of reductionist approaches.
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2.3. The integrative nature of the proposal 
This proposal owes much to the work of Jenkins

(2008; 2009), one of the foremost analysts of the
social and educational implications of the new media
and communication environment. For Jenkins, the
new media literacies should include the traditional lite-
racies (Jenkins, 2009: 29). The old and the new coe-
xist in the new environment. While the potential to
transmit personal or collective messages to the rest of
society is greater than ever for all citizens, media
power is more concentrated than ever in the hands of
a few (Jenkins, 2009: 110-111). These power bro-
kers also benefit from the
transparency that characterizes
the new representative sys-
tems, which blurs representa-
tion and reality. Media compe-
tence has to deal with this
complexity by supporting parti-
cipatory culture at the same
time as developing critical
capacity. 

2.4. The flexibility of the
indicators 

Media literacy must be the
birthright of all citizens, not just
children and young people;
with that in mind, this proposal
is aimed at all ages, proffering
dimensions and general, flexi-
ble indicators with the idea
that they can be adapted to
each specific educational situation according to the age
and cultural scope of the intended media literacy lear-
ner. 

This flexibility applies to the document in general
and to each of the indicators in particular. Since the
world of media and communication is in a process of
constant transformation, if follows that the approaches
to media education will also have to change, and cons-
tantly. 

So, this document can never be considered defini-
tive or closed. The research and daily practice of
media teachers will mean that a constant revision and
updating of the document will be necessary.

2.5. The work areas 
One of the main changes in the new media envi-

ronment is the emergence of the age of the «prosu-
mer», in which citizens have as many opportunities for
producing and disseminating their own messages as for

consuming the messages of others. The dimensions
and indicators of this proposal are structured around
two major work areas: analysis and expression. In
other words, a person must develop media literacy by
interacting in a critical way with the messages produ-
ced by others, and must also be capable of producing
and disseminating his or her own messages. 

2.6. A playful proposal for media literacy 
This proposal for dimensions and indicators might

give the impression that media literacy could become a
motley compendium of more or less abstract content

with some highly charged semiotic components. To
dispel this notion, the authors contend that media lite-
racy should be taught in an active, participative and
playful way. It should focus more on personal reflec-
tion on the experience of interaction with media
screens and devices than on abstract semiotic discour-
se and intensive study. An example of a supposedly
abstract principle is one which corresponds to the
technology dimension: «The capacity to manipulate
sounds and images based on the awareness of how
representations of reality are constructed».

Does fulfilment of this principle demand that we
resort to semiotic discourse? An example of a more
playful approach to media education can be seen in
the didactic material produced by the Catalan Audio -
visual Council (Obach & Ferrés, 2007: 69-71). In one
exercise, participants are shown images that the
Reuters news agency sent to television stations across
the world on one particular day on the subject of the
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messages to the rest of society is greater than ever for all
citizens, media power is more concentrated than ever in the
hands of a few (Jenkins, 2009: 110-111). These power
brokers also benefit from the transparency that characterizes
the new representative systems, which blurs representation
and reality. Media competence has to deal with this 
complexity by supporting participatory culture at the 
same time as developing critical capacity. 



harsh conditions in Liberia during its civil war. There
are 25 images. The participants are asked to imagine
that they are TV news editors, and they are to run this
story, but the deadline is tight. Each participant is to
quickly choose five images and arrange them in their
order of presentation. Then, each person attempts to
justify the shots chosen. It is a highly effective game.
Each news story presented differs from the rest, but
which is the best? Which choice is valid or the most

objective? In this example, the participants learn how
to construct representations of reality by playing a
game, and there is no need for abstract theories, inten-
sive study or semiotic discourse. Just play. 

2.7. The neurobiological revolution
Educators tend to be much more predisposed

towards incorporating changes arising from the tech-
nological revolution into the teaching-learning proces-
ses than they are to accepting contributions from the
neurobiological revolution. Neuroscience has radically
altered many of the convictions held for centuries in
Western culture on the workings of the human mind.
Neuroscience urges us to «change the way we think
about ourselves forever» (Ratey, 2003: 11). In educa-
tional practice, we seem more willing to change our
way of thinking about the media but far less inclined to
alter our view of ourselves as active extensions of
these media. 

The changes referred to by neuroscience are rela-
ted to the influence of the emotive and unconscious
processes on the conscious mind. These processes are
largely ignored in the praxis of media literacy. 

Media literacy based exclusively on the conscious

processes is insufficient because we now know that, in
the words of the neurobiologist LeDoux (1999: 32),
«the conscience can only be understood if the uncons-
cious processes that make them possible are studied».

Similarly lacking would be media education that
ignores the emotional dimension of the people interac-
ting with screens because we are now aware that rea-
son (and consequently the critical spirit) is highly vul-
nerable to attacks of the emotions that are entirely

unreasonable.
So, media literacy requires

the development of critical
thinking alongside a critical spi-
rit because, as a consequence
of the dominance of the emo-
tional over the rational part of
the brain, it is more realistic to
refer to the human being as a
rationalizing rather than a
rational animal. 

Finally, media literacy will
never be effective unless it
clearly signals that media and
communication technologies
can only encourage participati-
ve culture and personal inde-
pendence if they support the
individual’s management of

emotional capital. According to Jonah Lehrer (2009:
26), «Reason without emotion is impotent».

2.8. A participatory approach
The technological and neurobiological revolutions

work together to strengthen the participatory dimen-
sion of the communicative processes. Participation
cannot be relegated to the area of expression. The
media analysis process also needs to be tackled from
an active, dialogical approach taking into account the
participation of the media consumer or user via pro-
cesses of selection, interpretation, acceptance and
rejection, criticism, dissemination, etc. 

The spirit of participatory culture should be inte-
grated across all methods, proposals and approaches
to media literacy education. The intense scrutiny of a
product is incomplete if it does not come with, or is not
preceded by, the x-ray of the reactions of the person
interacting with the product. 

The analysis of the meaning of the message is of
no use if it does not come with the analysis of the
media effects on the person who receives that messa-
ge. And the deep analysis of what the person thinks
about the media product has no validity unless it
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comes with an equally profound analysis of what he or
she feels about it. 

3. Media competence: dimensions and indicators
Media literacy shares the domain of knowledge,

skills and related attitudes with six basic dimensions
derived from the principle indicators. According to the
case in question, these indicators relate to the area of
participation, such as when people receive messages
and interact with them (areas of analysis) and when
people produce messages (areas of expression). 

3.1. Languages 
a) Areas of analysis include the ability to: 

• Interpret and evaluate the various codes of
representation and the function they perform within a
message. 

• Analyze and evaluate the messages from the
perspective of sense and meaning, from narrative
structures and the conventions of genre and formating. 

• Understand the flow of stories and information
from multimedia, networks, platforms and modes of
expression. 

• Establish links between texts –intertextuality–,
codes and media, producing knowledge that is open,
systematized and interrelated. 

b)  Areas of expression include the ability to: 
• Express oneself via a wide range of systems of

representation and meaning. 
• Choose between different systems of represen-

tation and different styles according to the communica-
tion situation, the type of content to be transmitted and
the type of user. 

• Modify existing products, conferring new mea-
ning and value to them. 

3.2. Technology 
a)  Areas of analysis include the ability to:

• Understand the role played by the information
and communication technologies in society, and their
possible effects. 

• Interact in a significant way with media that ena-
bles the user to broaden his or her thinking skills. 

• Handle technological innovations that make
multimodal and multimedia communication possible.

• Manage hypermedia, transmedia and multimo-
dal environments effectively. 

b) Areas of expression include the ability to:
• Use media and communication tools effectively

in a multimedia and multimodal environment.

• Apply technological tools to achieve communi-
cative objectives. 

• Produce and manage sounds and images with
an awareness of how representations of reality are
constructed. 

3.3. Interaction processes
a) Areas of analysis include the ability to:

• Choose and review media content and make a
self-assessment on the basis of conscious and reasona-
ble criteria. 

• Ability to discern why certain media, products or
content are popular and why they are successful indi-
vidually or collectively: the wants and needs that
satisfy the senses, emotions, and stimulate the cogniti-
ve, aesthetic and cultural interest, etc., of audiences. 

• Evaluate the cognitive effects of the emotions: to
be aware of the ideas and values associated to people,
actions and situations which generate positive and
negative emotions according to the case in question. 

• Understand and manage the disassociations that
sometimes occur between sensation and opinion, and
emotionality and rationality. 

• Express an awareness of the importance of con-
text in the interactive process. 

• Understand basic concepts of audience, of
audience studies, their usefulness and limitations. 

• Appreciate messages from other cultures, for
intercultural dialogue in an age of media without bor-
ders. 

• Manage leisure media and use them as learning
opportunities.

b) Areas of expression include the ability to:
• Demonstrate active participation in the interac-

tion with screens, understood as an opportunity to
construct a more complete citizenry, an integral deve-
lopment, to be transformed, and to transform the envi-
ronment. 

• Carry out collaborative work via connectivity
and the creation of platforms for social networks. 

• Interact with people and diverse collectives in
environments that are increasingly plural and multicul-
tural. 

• Recognize and report infringements of the laws
relating to audiovisual material, and know how to act
responsibly in these situations. 

3.4. Production and dissemination processes 
a) Areas of analysis include the ability to:

• Know the basic differences between individual
and collective productions, and between popular and
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corporate productions; in the case of the latter two,
between productions by citizens and those of authori-
ties of private or public ownership. 

• Recognize factors that transform corporate pro-
ductions into messages subject to the socio-economic
cultures of these industries. 

• Recognize basic conventions for production sys-
tems, programming techniques and broadcasting
mechanisms. 

• Know the rules and self-regulatory codes that
protect and regulate the various social actors, of the
groups and associations that oversee compliance.

b) Areas of expression include the ability to:
• Know the phases of the processes of production

and the infrastructure necessary for individual, group
or corporate productions. 

• Collaborate in the production of multimedia or
multimodal products. 

• Select meaningful messages, and use and trans-
form them to make new meanings. 

• Share and disseminate information through tra-
ditional media and social networks, making the messa-
ges more visible, and promoting interaction with
expanding communities. 

• Manage one’s own online/offline identity, and to
maintain a responsible attitude towards the control of
the individual’s private data and those of others. 

• Assimilate the concept of individual or collective
authorship, to have a responsible attitude towards the
rights of intellectual property, and to posses the skill to
make the best use of resources such as «Creative
Commons».

• Generate and maintain a commitment to net-
works of collaboration and interactive dialogues with
extensive feedback loops. 

3.5. Ideology and values 
a) Areas of analysis include the ability to:

• Discover how media representations structure
our perception of reality, often through unnoticed
communications. 

• Evaluate the reliability of sources of information,
drawing critical conclusions about what is said and
what is not said. 

• Search for, organize, contrast, prioritize and
synthesize information from different systems and
environments. 

• Detect the intentions and interests that underlie
corporate and popular productions, their ideology and
values, latent or patent, and take a critical stance
towards them. 

• Maintain an ethical attitude towards downloa-
ding products that can be used for consultation, docu-
mentation or entertainment. 

• Analyze individual and collective virtual identi-
ties, and detect stereotypes, especially in terms of gen-
der, race, ethnicity, social class, religion, culture, disa-
bilities, etc, analyzing causes and consequences. 

• Critique the effects of opinion forming, and the
cultural homogenization promoted by the media. 

• Recognize that empathy with people and stories
in media can be used both as a mechanism for mani-
pulation and as an opportunity for self-knowledge and
new experiences. 

• Manage our own emotional responses when
interacting with screens, according to the ideology and
values that these screens evoke. 

b) Areas of expression to include the ability to: 
• Use new media and communication tools to

transmit values and contribute to improving the envi-
ronment based on social and cultural commitments.

• Make products and modify existing ones in order
to question the values and stereotypes in certain media
productions. 

• Use the new media tools for active and civic
participation. 

3.6. Aesthetics 
a) Areas of analysis to include the ability to:

• Enjoy formal aspects of media, that is, not only
of what is communicated by also how it is communi-
cated. 

• Recognize a media production that does not
satisfy minimum aesthetic requirements. 

• Relate media productions to other artistic output
and detect mutual influences. 

• Identify basic aesthetic categories like formal and
thematic innovation, originality, style, schools and
trends. 

b) Areas of expression to include the ability to:
• Produce elementary messages that can be

understood and which help to raise the level of perso-
nal or collective creativity, originality and sensibility. 

• Appropriate and transform artistic productions,
boosting creativity, innovation, experimentation and
aesthetic sensibility. 

Notes
1) Spanish experts: Ignacio Aguaded, José María Aguilera, María
Cinta Aguaded, Roberto Aparici, Sue Aran, Antonio Bartolomé,
Mag da Blanes, Julio Cabero, Daniel Cassany, María del Rocío
Cruz, Pilar de las Heras, Patricia Digón, Manuel Fandos, José
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Antonio Gabelas, Agustín García Matilla, Alfonso Gutiérrez Martín,
Laura López, María Lozano, Carmen Marta, Enrique Martínez-
Salanova, Estrella Martínez Rodrigo, Rafael Miralles, José Manuel
Pérez Tornero, Antonia Ramírez, Paula Renes, Jacqueline Sánchez,
Josefina Santibáñez, Ana Sedeño, Fernando Tucho, Alejandra
Walzer.
2) International experts: Claudio Avendaño (Chile), Frank Baker
(USA), Marlene Blois (Brazil), Catharina Bucht (Sweden), Abel
Carlier (Belgium), Susanne Ding (European Commission), Nicoleta
Fotiade (Rumania), Divina Frau-Meigs (France), Tania María
Esperón Porto (Brazil), Valerio Fuenzalida (Chile), Nathalie La -
bourdette (European Commission), Roxana Morduchowicz (Argen -
tina), Sara Pereira (Portugal), Salvador P. Ottobre (Argentina), Ida
Pöttinger (Germany), Daniel Prieto (Argentina), Vânia L. Quintâo
(Brazil), Vitor Reia-Baptista (Portugal), Tapio Varis (Finland), Klas
Viklund (Sweden).
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ABSTRACT 
The widespread uses of social media have been celebrated as a unique opportunity to redesign innovative learning
environments that position students at the center of a participatory, multiliteracy and peer learning experience.  This
article problemitizes the connection between the social uses of new media and relevant educational practices and
proposes more rigorous theoretical frames that can be used to guide future research into the role of social media in
education. This article reports on a case study of a small group of students who use an online module to study media,
culture and communication as part of a wider master’s programme. The students were invited to reflect in a more
reflexive and theoretical manner than is commonly used in a standard course evaluation about their experiences of
engaging with social media as both the medium and the subject of the course. The article discusses the student expe-
rience as it unfolded in the context of an assessed piece of project work. In discussing the findings the authors locate
the arguments in the context of debates about new literacies, pedagogy and social media as well as in an emergent
theory of self-curatorship as a metaphorical frame for understanding the production and representation of identity in
digital media. 

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
El uso de los medios sociales se ha extendido notablemente y se considera ya como una oportunidad única para el
diseño de entornos innovadores de aprendizaje, donde los estudiantes se conviertan en protagonistas de experiencias
de multialfabetización participativas y entre iguales. El trabajo cuestiona la conexión entre los usos sociales de los
nuevos medios y las prácticas educativas relevantes, y propone marcos teóricos más rigurosos que puedan orientar
en futuras investigaciones sobre el papel de los medios sociales en la educación. El trabajo reflexiona sobre el estudio
de caso llevado a cabo en un grupo de alumnos en un módulo on-line como parte de un programa de máster sobre
medios de comunicación, cultura y comunicación. Se invitó a los estudiantes a desenvolverse en estrategias de eva-
luación más allá de las convencionales, con el fin de teorizar y reflexionar sobre sus experiencias con los medios
sociales como soporte y materia del curso. El artículo analiza la experiencia de los estudiantes evaluados en el con-
junto del proyecto. Durante la exposición de resultados, los autores situaron los argumentos en el contexto del debate
sobre las nuevas alfabetizaciones, la pedagogía y los medios sociales, así como en el marco de la teoría emergente
de la autogestión del individuo en estos contextos, como marco metafórico para comprender la producción y la
representación de la identidad en los medios digitales.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Social media, pedagogy and literacy 

The rise of social networks such as Facebook and
of social media activities such as blogging, photo and
video sharing have been widely explored in literature
which seeks to position them variously as socio-techni-
cal phenomena (Katz, 2006) as instances of youth
media production (Barker, 2009; Boyd, 2007) and as
liberating and groundbreaking communicative activi-
ties worldwide, especially in the affluent networked
societies of the developed world. For the most part,
they use traditional methodologies drawn from socio-
cultural theory, including the use of audience studies
(adapted to incorporate the notion of audience as pro-
ducer), large-scale surveys and smaller scale inter-
views. The studies also draw from an educational the-
ory base. A raft of enthusiasts and evangelists for the
potential of online social spaces have begun to write
about their impact on education and the rise of the
user as author, peer learning, new participatory cultu-
res and literacies (Duffy & Bruns, 2006; Jenkins, & al.,
2006; Rettberg, 2008; Williams & Jacobs, 2004). 

According to some scholars, this is not an unpro-
blematic endeavour, enmeshed as it is with an over
celebration of technology of and for itself (Buckin g -
ham, 2007). Critics contend that too much of the lite-
rature that promotes social media’s potential for edu-
cation lacks the rigorous and overarching theoretical
frame that is needed to explore and reconcile student
practices with new media with educational practice.
In an attempt to map out future directions for teaching
and research in the field, this article attempts to explo-
re the celebratory claims about the integration of new
technology tools in educational environments. On one
level, it is concerned with reporting the experiences of
a small group of students on a Masters degree in
Media, Culture and Communication. On another
level, the analysis of the student experiences and acti-
vities presents an opportunity to theorize and present
potential research questions to guide further empirical
research in social media and learning.

1.2. Exploring usable theories and frameworks 
Participation, affinity and identity are common the-

mes throughout the research literature about the con-
text of social media and learning (Dahlgren, 2007;
Gee, 2004; Ito & al., 2009) together with frameworks
that allow us to see how «socialising» the various acti-
vities might be a useful construct for examining the
phenomena (Crook, 2001). As Merchant (forthco-
ming, 2012) points out, the benefits of exploring those
themes within formal educational settings too often

end up being described rather than actually theorised.
Thus, many studies report that young people are enga-
ging with informally organised networks in ways
which simply must have a means of mapping onto
educational settings and systems, if only the systems
were permeable and permissive and allowed for the
simple integration of technological tools to think and
interact with.

This is a major gap in thinking for at least two rea-
sons. First, there is no easy way of bringing together
the arguments made about identity and representation
in socio-cultural theory (Goffman, 1990; Giddens,
1991) with those made in learning theory (Wenger,
1998) At best we can describe the sorts of dispositions
and skills which learners appear to have by their acti-
vity in such spaces and turn to diverse networked the-
ories of learning (Engeström, Miettinen, & Punamäki,
1999; Gee, 2004; Wenger, 1998) to allow us to dis-
cern mappings to educational practice. Second, edu-
cational experience is bound up in learner identity the-
ory and is not always accounted for in discussions
about the open and performative spaces of social
media in informal spaces such as peer networks.

Two theoretical frames show promise as a way to
bridge this gap. First, scholars have explored the way
that social capital is obtained through the uses of social
media by individuals and groups in much of the same
way that that social capital is obtained in other social
spaces (Hargitai, 2007). Second, theories of identity
which are concerned with building on conceptions of
performance (Goffman, 1990) and notions of ontolo-
gical (in)security (Giddens, 1991) can be framed in the
context of new literacies. 

Thus, the usable and useful frameworks in this
study are drawn from meta-level discussions of identity
theory in combination with social capital and learning
theory. In thinking about how learners represent them-
selves in digital media we also need to think more
about how aspects of identity are played out in the
context of educational systems, particularly assessment
systems. If, as Merchant and others have asserted, digi-
tal media reveal the «anchored and transient» repre-
sentations of the self as presented by learners
(Merchant, 2005), what does this mean for education
at all levels? In this regard, it becomes important to
locate this study within the context of assertions about
major changes to the status and organisation of the
‘self’ in new media.

1.3. Contexts: The module and the students
Internet Cultures, the module, on which students

aged 20-50 were working in this study, was one
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option on a masters programme concerned with
media, culture and communication. It was devised to
join other production and critical theory modules in
order to move the whole programme, and its students,
forward into a more productive engagement with new
social media forms. One of the key theoretical frames
in the module, as noted above, was provided by
Lievrouw and Livingstone (2006).

This enabled the students to approach the subject
from three different perspectives. First, they could
consider the artefacts or devices used to communicate
or convey information and
how these were changing.
Second, they could look fur -
ther at the practices in which
people engage to share infor-
mation. Finally, they could
begin to question the ‘new-
ness’ of the new social arran-
gements which evidently deve-
lop around these devices, tools
and associated practices. In
particular, they could examine
both the enthusiastic claims for
the uses of social media tools
in education (Downes, 2004)
and the more measured, rea-
soned and even sceptical
accounts (Buckingham, 2007;
Selwyn, 2010). 

All students were expec-
ted to create and maintain a
blog during the course, thus
becoming the agents in the
study and also the self-reflexi-
ve objects of the study.
Students were asked to keep
the blog at least during the 10 weeks of the module,
with the aim, not of studying blogging as a form, so
much as using the blog as a vehicle with which to
engage with the wider aspects of online social media,
pedagogy and identity formation. At the end of that
time, they were expected in written work to reflect on
the process in the light of their experience, their posts
and their exchanges with fellow students, tutors and
comments from the wider Internet. They were also
expected to write in the light of theoretical readings
which were provided for them and/or which they
located themselves. 

The module design encompassed a mixed mode
delivery. An all day face to face session at the start of
the summer term set out the parameters for explora-

tion, provided some initial theoretical input, and allo-
wed students to start blogging. A similar day two thirds
of the way through the module gathered thoughts
developed so far from amongst all of the blogs, revie-
wed the main issues and set out how these were to be
turned into assignments and critical, reflective
accounts of experience. WordPress was used as the
main vehicle for the blog creation, allowing students to
make connections and to write in the simplest form
possible. It was used in partnership with a Virtual
Learning Environment to raise issues of troubleshoo-

ting to do with the course more generally as well as to
present resources and activities week by week (Potter,
2008).

The subject matter for the blogs, which was self-
chosen, ranged from political analysis in a specific
sphere such as civic participation or critical pedagogy,
personal diaries, hobbies and pastimes, through cultu-
ral experiences in diary form of living in London (a fre-
quent subject for students from different countries)
and academic treatises.

The student body on the Internet Cultures module
fell into two distinct groups: teachers and non-tea-
chers. As a result of this breadth of experience, expec-
tations were differentiated. For students who were
working as teachers and who wished to create a blog
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We could argue that this process has engendered what a
great many instances of new technologies do, that is, they
make visible certain processes and practices which were
previously invisible. Thus the blogs in the module, to an
extent like social networking sites, were revelatory, not in
the sense that they were fostering inherently new processes
so much as rendering them newly visible. There is a 
difference because in the former, the case can be made by
enthusiasts and evangelists alike of the essentialism of the
technology to the process. In the latter case, the emphasis is
on the everyday lived experience of culture amongst the 
participants with the blog as a catalyst.



based on their professional life, the blog existed as a
separate entity from their own written exchanges and
reflections during the course which were located insi-
de the course Virtual Learning Environment. For the
rest of the students who were not teaching but wor-
king in media settings or studying, the blog itself was
the main vehicle for both the practical task and the cri-
tical reflection. The following diagram represents the
balance between practice and theory in the course:

2. Material and methods
2.1. Research questions and methodology 

There were three research questions, as follows:
• To what extent does the experience of partici-

pating in social media activities in an academic capa-
city enable one simultaneously to explore and to rese-
arch such spaces and activities? 

• In this context, what does it actually mean to
learn and to be assessed in such spaces? 

• Finally, how do students mesh such potentially
theoretically challenging experiences with their every-
day experiences of culture, work, leisure and family life?

The case study approach suggested itself for two
reasons. The first was to help develop an understan-
ding of the setting at a sufficiently deep level to frame
a meaningful interpretation of the texts produced by
the bloggers in this instance. The second was to gene-
rate a small amount of rich data which give sufficient
detail and depth to the close textual analysis of blog
posts.

Interview questions were grouped to address the
areas bounded by the research questions. We began
with questions on the nature of identity and connec-
tedness (Merchant, 2012). We moved on to ask in
more detail about the self-revelatory aspects of the
blog (Bauman, 2004; Giddens, 1991; Goffman, 1990).
We then asked about the balance between critical
theory and practice on the module before moving into
issues of sustainability beyond the course itself into the
lives of the learners. 

2.2. Establishing the sample and informed consent
The work took place under the research guideli-

nes of the British Educational Research Association,
under informed consent and with guarantees of
anonymity. Written consent to publish quotations was
obtained from the six subjects who chose to volunteer
for the study and all their names and their Wordpress
IDs were anonymised.

3. Results
The six participants produced writing in the blogs

with a range of topics and interests. Student A wrote a
highly personal, mainly text-based blog reflecting on
her decision-making process around entering the tea-
ching profession. Student B wrote a blog which moved
between the cultural differences she experienced as a
foreign student in London and the wider UK. Student
C described her blog as mainly being about being her-
self and «chatting». She lived in the far north of the UK
and her blog was written in a personal diary form,
documenting events in text and visual modes but
simultaneously metaphorically looking over her shoul-
der at the assessment process. Student D used his blog
as a means for reflecting on his PhD proposal looking
at issues of critical pedagogy, embodiment and repre-
sentation in online spaces. Student E was a creative
practitioner and lecturer in art and drama. She created
more than one blog, used as many of the technical fea-
tures and widgets provided in the software as she pos-
sibly could. Her purpose in creating the blog in this
way was to explore creative elements of production
and experimentation as well as the boundaries of the
technology in relation to offline and non-technological
pedagogic practices. Student F engaged with the
debates around youth and civic participation online
with some posts concerned specifically with digital
identities and youth media. 

3.1. Feelings on academic blogging
The first group of attitudinal questions about aca-
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Figure 1: Map showing the elements of the module featured in the research.



demic blogging revealed a range of responses across
the six students. Student A actively liked the idea of
having the opportunity to blog as part of an academic
course, forcing the pace, but not infringing on personal
life and with no particular feelings of self-conscious-
ness in evidence: «As it was a critiqued element of an
academic course I was able to blog in a much more
regular fashion than I have been able to in the past. It
did not infringe on my personal life at all as it was, in
effect, my work. I think we all blogged in our own
manner, though my blog was perhaps more self-reflec-
tive and personal than most». 

For student F there was evident discomfort with
the experience of being «out there» on the wider
Internet which nevertheless was welcomed as a facet
of identity construction. There was also tacit acknow-
ledgement in the following quotation of feelings and
representations potentially having wider effects
amongst the group of bloggers… «I was very happy
about having to blog, although there were many
aspects about it that made me feel uncomfortable (I
should probably clarify that I think «feeling uncomfor-
table» can be a good thing for learning!) Firstly, I didn’t
really want to write a personal blog about my life or
«inner world». I have too much respect for any possi-
ble reader to want to put that kind of stuff out there,
however, no offence meant for anyone who does
write that kind of blog…».

Others essentialised the blogging experience,
reporting that such representations and alignments
were a facet of modern living; there was nothing unu-
sual about the process in this respect, it was simply
taking its place in the panoply of human activity which
is connected with the reflexive project of the self
(Giddens, 1991). On having to construct the self in
published form in this way through the module, stu-
dent B noted: «I did not have a problem with that. In
our modern world we have to acquire an online iden-
tity in order to communicate with others…».

The idea that identity construction is part of co-
construction and communication in social media was
never far from responses in this first group. However,
more than one felt that blogging was essentially «false»
in the context of a course, knowing that the act of
making the blog was being observed for the purposes
of assessment, and that you were effectively confron-
ting the integration of an additional level of performa-
tivity into your academic life. 

3.2. Self revelation
Self-revelatory questions allowed for these themes

to develop further. One of the students developed the

argument about the false nature of the work, descri-
bing how blogging was about constructing an artifice
for exhibition. It made him feel like he was talking to a
reflection of himself, but in a public forum. He also
made the claim that if he were not writing for the
course the format would allow more spontaneity and
that his style and voice would be different. Student F
wrote: «I have said that I felt that in a way my blogging
was ‘false’, or perhaps ‘artificial’, how can I explain? I
knew I was doing it for a course, so especially at the
start it felt a bit like talking to myself in the mirror... I
guess that had I started a blog spontaneously, the blog
would have been about something else, something I’m
passionate about probably, and my style/voice would
be different. For the course, I knew I was being
‘observed’; if doing it spontaneously I would of course
have my imagined audience, perhaps some friends I
would tell about my blog, so it would have felt diffe-
rent I’m sure».

Again the sense of falsehood and lack of sponta-
neity is located as «being down to observation, a con-
dition in which the blog writer continually exists,
where self revelation is skewed in some way by the
purposes of the blog and by the perceived nature of
the observation and the observers. 

There was a general consensus, however, among
the volunteers, that it was possible to keep the roles
and relationships in their right place and actively to
enjoy the balancing act through the process. As student
C wrote: «I found the whole thing great fun. Once I
had started I tried to keep up with blogging regularly. I
tried to blog as me - semi personal, but on a course».

Student E felt that the act of self-revelation did not
provide the cogency, focus or clarity that she required
of herself academically, and produced levels of dissa-
tisfaction with her blog. She took it through many
changes. She also began to explore modes of repre-
sentation which went beyond text into audio and
video, in ways in which others did not. She was by far
the most experimental of the participants, deleting,
changing and moving whole blogs and content in a
restless pursuit of self-revelation and bettering of artis-
tic and pedagogic practice. She alluded during this
time to the influence of the timing of the course. She
wrote: «The first few blogs were a lot about me and
exploring the blog arena but once I had attended the
first residential that changed. I decided the blog needed
a focus and a meaning. We have such a short time on
these modules that I feel we need to focus very much
on getting as much out of them as possible. I also feel I
am not a great writer; there were some blogs that had
great simple words and thoughts but that did not work
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for me. That does not mean that I did not go searching
for a blog that would be very personal to me, it was just
expressed in a very visual way».

3.3. Theory v practice balance across the module
In at least one case we found that engagement of

the kind available in the module had provoked and sti-
mulated thought about what it meant to be critical and
reflective at a deeper level; student F wrote as follows:
«On the question of being critical… I feel that «critical»
is such an overused word and covers so many diffe-
rent positions and ideologies that it becomes an «empty
signifier»… it can be adopted by anyone to mean anyt-
hing. I certainly felt the space to be critical (according
to my own understanding of the word) and I think that
is reflected in my blog and course assignment… I
expect that if I do a PhD, I might blog in order to help
me engage with theory…».

Here there is less apparent concern with the subs-
tance and more with the process; this particular student
was using the form as a way of writing his way through
to more substantial thought; blogging not specifically as
reflective tool so much as a method to get into deeper
level of engagements in other academic arenas.

Student E expressed the view that there should
have been more theoretical input and more opportu-
nity to look more widely at non-blog-based Internet
cultures… «I think the blog can be as critical as the
individual student wants it to be. Personally, I would
have benefited from more theory on the course and
more forms of theory regarding non-blogged based
Internet cultures». Here we see an argument based on
the currency of the form and its connection or discon-
nection with other social spaces on the Internet, such
as virtual worlds and other social networks.

Student C worried that her exploration had not
been at a sufficient critical depth but that there was so
much work to be done in the whole field of blogging
and education, not least to theorise the relationship to
literacy practices (of which more below in section 4…
). She wrote: «I spent so long exploring I don’t think I
was that critical. For me there is so much more work
to do in this area that I need to go back and review the
work. I do think that some of the issues were behind
the work in blogging in Education that is happening.
Because it is so literacy based there is a lot of work to
be done on the future uses and possibilities».

3.4. Impacting on practice in social media and 
pedagogy

Turning to the influence of the course on activity
and identity afterwards, the response from most stu-

dents was generally positive about the impact on life
outside the confines of the module. Student E repor-
ted a huge success in taking her blog out into a formal
educational setting. The key for her seemed with
which different modalities could be combined in the
process, with the key elements of collection and distri-
bution as the most useful properties of the medium.
She wrote… «All my group now have media blogs and
all the work goes onto their blog. It has changed the
classroom…for visual students they can display work
without literacy problems and it looks so professional».

Student F pointed out that he wanted to use the
blog in future dissertation writing, calling it an «inten-
tional new practice». He said that the experience sho-
wed how a blog could be powerful and effective as a
place in which to collect a repository of ideas explore
them in a form of research journal and also crucially
collect feedback from readers. 

«My first blog was specifically set up with the ulti-
mate objective of providing me with an online resour-
ce to help me define ideas and reflect in preparation
for the dissertation. So it was an intentional new prac-
tice, one which I intend to continue using throughout
the dissertation research / writing period. The expe-
rience has also showed me how powerful and effecti-
ve a blog can be as a mix of research journal / reposi-
tory of ideas / feedback collection tool».

4. Discussion
Blogging is not a new medium and its history is tra-

ceable back to the earliest days of the Internet
(Rettberg, 2008). However, its position in the panoply
of social media, as a relatively slow and reflective tool,
with a degree of end-user control over its modalities
and functions, lends itself to academic and educational
exploration. Certainly in this module it was a means to
explore Internet cultures without engaging principally
with issues of privacy and ownership in social networ-
king sites, their content and other ethical issues. These
spaces were never far from the students’ minds in
terms of comparisons, but the blog afforded some
quasi-personal distance from the day-to-day presenta-
tion and the slower rendering visible of some of the
processes of identity construction.

4.1. Identity construction as literacy practice
The students saw the blog as a space in which

they presented and represented aspects of themselves
within a performative context. In this they were taking
part in the cultural practices of representation which
exist both inside and outside the formal structures of
the course. Since the multiliteracies debates (Cope &
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Kalantzis, 2000) the wider definitions of literacy, such
as those offered by Brian Street (1985) have served to
underline a view of how cultural practices are also lite-
racy practices. The students were being asked to pro-
blematise what they experienced as participants in
lived culture whilst they simultaneously created con-
tent and re-making their identity in a shared, observed
space.

In a sense this is nothing new but, following some
of the comments from the students themselves, we
could argue that this process has engendered what a
great many instances of new
technologies do, that is, they
make visible certain processes
and practices which were pre-
viously invisible. Thus the
blogs in the module, to an
extent like social networking
sites, were revelatory, not in
the sense that they were foste-
ring inherently new processes
so much as rendering them
newly visible. There is a diffe-
rence because in the former,
the case can be made by ent-
husiasts and evangelists alike of
the essentialism of the techno-
logy to the process. In the latter
case, the emphasis is on the
everyday lived experience of
culture amongst the partici-
pants with the blog as a
catalyst.

4.2. The blog as a form of
social media

Blogging itself is the form
in which we have used it is not
the most common use of social
media on the Internet. The intention was never to
portray it or attempt to sell it to the students as such.
Indeed, as we have seen, our students reminded us in
some of their responses that we needed to find ways
of exploring the wider experience of life online, inclu-
ding other forms of social networking. We have
always discussed these and maintain them as key
aspects of personal research and commentary during
the course but we acknowledge that we need to
amplify that the blog is only the medium and need not
be the form under investigation itself.

Blogging allows different modes to become availa-

ble to be combined to make meaning but it is uncertain
how we account for them fully and this tension goes
to the heart of the integration of new literacy practices
in a system which is essentially based in old literacy
practices. Perhaps the only way to do this is to expand
our notions of what is considered to be literacy practi-
ce in new media, a debate which a number of acade-
mics are now engaged in, trying to locate a way to
reconcile semiotics and cultural studies, the multimo-
dal texts and the world in which the texts arise (Burn,
2009). 

4.3. Collection, distribution and exhibition
Elsewhere there is a growing acknowledgement

that the management of the versions of the self in
social media is a key skill in late modernity and that this
process is also about how this version of the self con-
nects with others, participates in networks and makes
sense in a variety of contexts (Wenger, 1998). In
some forms of new media production this is characte-
rised as metaphorical process of curatorship (Potter,
2010). This is not the process we know as collection
management in museums and archives so much as the
collection, distribution and exhibition management of

It requires further study to make sense of how learner and
teacher identity plays out in an era in which self-curatorship
is a key skill and disposition in new media. For some, 
certainly not all, young people, this fluid and multifaceted
representational world is something they recognise as a 
cultural practice and as a literacy practice that they are 
engaging with inside and outside the classroom. It is likely
that future pedagogy will need to build on the skills and 
dispositions of intergenerational groups in social media not
least to connect with the need to develop criticality in 
performative space (Banaji, 2011). Finally, future 
research should consider how we reconcile the 
tensions which emerge. 



the self across social media. There is no sense in these
literacy activities that the self is ever completely «finis-
hed» even, as in the case of these students, at the point
of assessment. 

4.4. Social media and pedagogy: belonging and
criticality in performative space

The process of engaging with social media took
the students into a (mostly) productive engagement
with words, images, sounds and making connections.
Engagement is sometimes celebrated in contemporary
media studies literature as an end in itself (Downes,
2004). As Hargittai (2008: 293) has suggested, «the
membership of certain online communities mirrors
people’s social networks in their everyday lives; thus
online actions and interactions cannot be seen as tabu-
la rasa activities, independent of existing offline identi-
ties». This was played out for and by our students in
their expectations of comments from peers or students,
their re-framing of their own identities, their anxieties
around assessment and the production of a blog as
part of an academic exercise, however the rules of the
game were far from static. The notion that requiring a
blog as part of an academic assessment might be less
challenging than writing a traditional academic essay
turned out to be quite misplaced in that most of our
students were more comfortable and experienced in
traditional academic formats than they were in the
reflection-made-public mode required by the blog for-
mat. It requires further study to make sense of how
learner and teacher identity plays out in an era in
which self-curatorship is a key skill and disposition in
new media. For some, certainly not all, young people,
this fluid and multifaceted representational world is
something they recognise as a cultural practice and as
a literacy practice that they are engaging with inside
and outside the classroom. It is likely that future peda-
gogy will need to build on the skills and dispositions of
intergenerational groups in social media not least to
connect with the need to develop criticality in perfor-
mative space (Banaji, 2011). 

Finally, future research should consider how we
reconcile the tensions which emerge. We could per-
haps start by investigating the links to the wider, pro-
ductive culture in which the module resides, not least
in how we can conduct more longitudinal research in
the field which sees us investigate the notion of cura-
torship in new media more fully.
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ABSTRACT 
The digital age has fundamentally re-configured the relationship between makers and users. Every networked action
by a user has the potential to be reinterpreted by other users. The original intentions of media makers emerge from
this process in recontextualized form that I call the «digital afterlife». The phenomenon of digital afterlife has striking
implications for youth-made media, which I explore in this article through an ethnographic analysis of behind-the-
scenes activities among a group of young people working with Youth Radio, a California youth organization, where
they create high-impact media. The case study examined here centers on a major investigative reporting initiative
within Youth Radio – a transmedia series on child sex trafficking produced by a 21-year-old reporter in collaboration
with veteran editors. The analysis reveals the ways in which youth media ceases to be «youth media», once it moves
into its digital afterlife, given the extent to which the content gets re-produced, again and again, by adult institutions
with their own histories, agendas, and political economies. The article concludes by identifying key dimensions of
literacy that young people invent and deploy through their experiments with social and mobile media, including: dis-
covery, analytics, network mobilization, and platform programming. 

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
La era digital ha reconfigurado las relaciones entre productores y usuarios. Las acciones en red son potencialmente
re interpretadas por otros usuarios. La intención de los productores mediáticos adquiere su sentido en este contexto
que denominamos «el más allá digital». En este artículo analizamos cómo ha influido este fenómeno en las implica-
ciones de los medios y los jóvenes. El estudio se realiza a través del análisis etnográfico de las actividades llevadas a
cabo por un grupo de jóvenes que trabajan creando productos mediáticos de gran impacto en una radio en Cali -
fornia (Youth Radio). El estudio de caso que se incluye en este artículo se centra en una iniciativa de periodismo de
investigación dentro de Youth Radio: una serie transmediática sobre el tráfico sexual infantil producida por un joven
de 21 años con la ayuda de editores más veteranos. El análisis desvela la forma en que los medios «juveniles» dejan
de serlo una vez que se convierten en un producto digital en sí, cuyo contenido se reproduce una y otra vez en
manos de adultos e instituciones con su propia historia, organización y economía política. El artículo concluye iden-
tificando dimensiones clave de alfabetización que los jóvenes crean y emplean a través de su experimentación con
los medios móviles y sociales, entre otros: el descubrimiento, el análisis, la movilización en red y la programación de
plataformas.
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1. Introduction
In a speech to a crowd at the 2010 South by

Southwest Interactive Festival in Austin (TX) media
theorist Douglas Rushkoff declared, «If you are not a
programmer, you are one of the programmed... If we
don’t create a society that at least knows there’s a thing
called programming, then you will end up being not
the programmers but the users, or worse, the used»
(March 12, 2010). Technology platforms increasingly
organize our lives. In Rushkoff’s view, individuals who
fail to understand the inner workings of those plat-
forms, and who can’t deploy them effectively, will be
marginalized from decision-making power and self-
determination. If you can’t access technology’s source
codes, you will be outsmarted by thinking machines
(Rushkoff, 2010).

That idea echoes media literacy’s aim for young
people to be active producers, rather than mere con-
sumers, of high quality, original media. And yet,
Rushkoff shifts media literacy’s standard assumptions
and terminology in a provocative way. He replaces the
concept of audience with that of the user, implying
that in new media, every networked action by a user
has the potential for a reaction and recontextualization
by other users. In this context of user-driven content,
the original intentions of media producers are reinter-
preted, remixed and sometimes distorted by users and
emerge into a recontextualized form that I call the
«digital afterlife».

The digital afterlife has particular implications for
youth-made media that originates in schools and com-
munity-based organizations. Social media environ-
ments are governed by a different set of players, agen-
das, stakes, consequences, and rules of engagement
than those associated with youth-serving institutions.
Youth media organizations typically aim to promote
youth development, literacy and social justice. Users
who join the production process in the afterlife –blog-
gers, commenters, etc.– do not necessarily share those
orientations or pro-social goals. 

In this article, I explore the digital afterlife through
an ethnographic, participatory analysis of behind-the-
scenes activities among a group of young people wor-
king with Youth Radio, a California youth organiza-
tion, where they both create high-impact media and
program new technology platforms. In the process, I
examine the implications for media producers who
attempt to target and tailor their content toward users,
rather than audiences, and I raise questions that shift
media literacy assumptions and practices.

My research with youth and digital media produc-
tion challenges Rushkoff’s framework of the user as a

pitiable soul who is «used». Instead, the user shows up
in young people’s learning and language, again and
again, as the imagined force that drives production.
Working as a producer, in other words, requires an
ability to embody, enact, and animate the position of
the user. What’s overlooked, in the denigration of the
user, is the extent to which the user directs production.
Far from being a pathetic, marginalized character, the
user surfaces as the arbiter of any given production’s
value and likelihood of achieving success. Establishing
one’s proximity to the user, and being able to anticipa-
te and articulate the user’s point of view, are among
the smartest moves a producer can make. 

In this article, I explore the production process
before and after a major investigative reporting initiati-
ve within Youth Radio. This ethnographic case study
examines the digital afterlife of a multi-part, transmedia
series on child sex trafficking in Oakland, California,
produced in 2010 by a 21-year-old reporter in Youth
Radio’s newsroom who collaborated with a team of
peers and veteran editors at Youth Radio and National
Public Radio. By focusing on this story’s digital afterlife
–in other words its period of use– I will identify key
dimensions of literacy and codes of conduct that young
people invent and deploy through their in-depth expe-
riments with social and mobile media. 

2. Research site, materials and methods
Founded in 1992 by reporter Ellin O’Leary with

San Francisco Bay Area high school students Deverol
Ross, Chano Soccarras, Ayoka Medlock, Noah
Nelson, and Jacinda Abcarian, Youth Radio is a
youth-driven production company and community-
based journalism program where young people aged
14 to 24 make and distribute original media and deve-
lop emerging technologies across platforms. Young
people come to Youth Radio primarily from the
nation’s economically abandoned public school dis-
tricts, in which students are often organized into sepa-
rate academic tracks (remedial, «regular», honors, and
advanced placement), and where black and brown
youth are disproportionately disciplined and relegated
to the poorest schools. At Youth Radio, beginning with
students’ very first class, they work together to carry
out a single, demanding, shared task – producing a
weekly live radio show, «Youth in Control», plus all
the digital media products (e.g., photos, video, blog
posts) that give radio an online presence. In addition to
the Oakland headquarters, Youth Radio has bureaus
in Los Angeles California, Washington DC, and At -
lan ta Georgia, as well as editorial collaborations with
other youth groups around the US: in a coal-mining
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community in rural Eastern Kentucky, a gentrifying
Chicago neighborhood, a Native American reserva-
tion in Arizona, a juvenile detention facility in the San
Francisco Bay Area. Youth Radio’s coverage is trans-
national, with stories in recent years developed by
young people in Afghanistan, Iraq, Ireland, Israel,
Palestine, India, Pakistan, South Africa, Ghana, and
other locations throughout the world. 

Recruited by program graduates, students working
at Youth Radio’s Oakland program begin with intro-
ductory transmedia classes and
advance through specialized
courses and eventually paid
positions as media-makers,
engineers, and peer educators.
Between 35 and 50 are on
staff at any given time.
Applicants fill out applications
and participate in interviews.
Recruitment decisions are gui-
ded by efforts to fill multiple
classes that run four times per
year, balancing the student
body in terms of gender, geo-
graphy, and race, and serving
primarily low-income youths
and young people of color. All
programs are free. Students
receive individualized educa-
tion and career counseling,
and, in 2007, the organization
began offering high school and
community college credit and
brought on board a licensed
social worker who offers one-
on-one therapy and leads
agency-wide health initiatives. 

Youth Radio reporters,
commentators, and producers
deliver content on deadline to
commercial, public, and com-
munity-supported radio stations as well as the «San
Francisco Chronicle», the «Huffington Post», iTunes,
and the Internet’s varied social media sites. Through a
combination of intensive training, deadline-driven pro-
duction, and one-time workshops and presentations,
the organization reaches more than 1,200 people per
year. The newsroom files regularly to public broadcas-
ting shows including NPR’s «All Things Considered»
and «Morning Edition» and «American Public Media’s
Marketplace». Youth Radio has been honored with
George Foster Peabody, Alfred I. DuPont, Edward R.

Murrow, Robert F. Kennedy, Investigative Reporters
and Editors, and Gracie Allen Awards. These are
honors normally bestowed to newsrooms staffed by
journalism veterans at the nation’s top public and com-
mercial media outlets. Youth Radio is undoubtedly
unusual in the recognition it has received from profes-
sional journalists and in its collaboration with mass
media outlets. And yet the organization’s core values
and strategy of leveraging media production to promo-
te youth development and justice are not at all uncom-

mon, as evident not least through the other essays in
this journal issue. In this sense, Youth Radio products
and processes are hyper-visible examples of the kinds
of activities young people are developing through
cross-generational, interest-driven engagement in
neighborhood-based organizations and online commu-
nities around the world (Ito & al., 2010). Lessons from
Youth Radio, then, hold relevance for any place
where young people find, frame, articulate, and spre-
ad narratives they feel a pressing need to tell.
Implications help in our efforts to understand any site
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Young people are developing new codes of conduct as they
create models for sustaining production beyond publication.
Digital media literacy in this context requires tracking and
shaping the way your content is recontextualized by others,
who have the power to take it in new directions, and apply
it to different communities and uses. That doesn’t mean
jumping into comment streams and protesting every time you
read something from a user with which you disagree. But it
does require having a network of collaborators who can
help guide your decision about when, in fact, it does make
sense to intervene when the afterlife of a story takes an
unexpected turn, and how to do so effectively. Literacy, in
this sense, means knowing your users, trusting your users,
and also pushing back against your users when that 
move is called for.



where adults and young people participate in high-sta-
kes creative projects, with the goal of generating some
kind of public awareness, impact, or influence.

«Participation» is a key term in media literacy rese-
arch, especially since Jenkins (2006) powerfully refra-
med what had until then been dubbed the «digital divi-
de». Jenkins argued that the source of inequality
wasn’t necessarily differential access to the technology
itself, but to the means of participating, fully and
deeply, in the kinds of networked environments that
support learning, opportunity, and advancement in,
through, and beyond digital activities. Participation is

also a central concept in ethnographic research, which
defines my methodology here. In particular, this work
relies on methods related to community-based partici-
patory research, or participant action research. These
approaches unapologetically privilege participation as a
source of insight and means to connect scholarly work
with struggles for social justice (Minkler & Wallerstein,
2003; Morrell, 2004; Torre & Fine, 2006). 

I participate in my research site in a very concrete
way. I work there, as Research Director and Senior
Producer. My involvement at Youth Radio started in
late 1999, when I began volunteering at the organiza-
tion while finishing my PhD dissertation. Now I colla-
borate with youth reporters and technology develo-
pers in a model for teaching and learning Vivian
Chávez and I have characterized elsewhere as «colle-
gial pedagogy» (citation omitted to preserve blind
review). I also research our work by keeping field
notes and carrying out interviews with youth and adult
staff; recording and analyzing interactions, scripts, and
other texts; and tracking products once they enter cir-
culation, always with a focus on implications for lear-
ning and literacy. This double perspective, as embroi-

led participant and data-driven observer, is not always
comfortable. There are periods of heavy data collec-
tion and analysis, and other periods when pressing
production demands push those activities to the mar-
gin. Certainly there are things I can’t (or don’t want to)
see because I am «in» the work and not standing out-
side. But there are also special affordances that come
with this unorthodox research position. Perhaps most
relevant here is a capacity to watch what happens to
individual media projects long after an outside resear-
cher would likely have moved on to other questions or
sites, and to participate with young people in naviga-

ting how that afterlife unfolds. 
A final note about met-

hods: One way to frame the
research reported here would
be as an ethnographic case
study located inside a single
organization extended over ten
years. But that framing would
miss the extent to which the
work is fundamentally multi-
sited (Marcus, 1998). The
ana lysis tracks the formation
and dissemination of selected
media projects as they shape
and are re-shaped by a someti-
mes stunning range of con-
texts, institutions, and ideolo-

gies that animate their afterlives. Key methodological
questions, then, are: Out of what conditions did the
media project originate? How did it travel? Who pic-
ked it up? How did it change? What difference did it
make? To address these kinds of questions, one needs
«a mode of study that cares about, and pays attention
to, the interlocking of multiple social-political sites and
locations» (Gupta and Ferguson, 1997: 37). While
«we learn a great deal» about people from single-sited
ethnographic studies, argue Dimitriadis & Weis,
«what we do not know is what happens to them after
they leave these specific locations» (2006: 478). I
apply this logic not only to people, but also to media
processes and products, and therefore my attention
migrates with the media, following the story as it gets
embedded and re-produced across time and space. 

3. «Trafficked»: A Case Study
In 2010, Youth Radio’s newsroom began work on

an investigative reporting project that would extend
over six months and spread across every department
within the organization. It centered on a story that
directly touched Youth Radio students’ lives and pro-
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Technology platforms increasingly organize our lives. In
Rushkoff’s view, individuals who fail to understand the inner
workings of those platforms, and who can’t deploy them
effectively, will be marginalized from decision-making power
and self-determination. If you can’t access technology’s 
source codes, you will be outsmarted by thinking machines. 



foundly affected Oakland residents: child commercial
sex exploitation. While «trafficking» is typically used in
the US to describe transnational sex trade, Oakland is
a hub for selling sex with underage American girls
living inside US cities, and Youth Radio’s editorial staff
wanted to draw attention to this phenomenon as a
local and domestic issue. At the time of Youth Radio’s
coverage, child sex trafficking in Oakland was starting
to attract mainstream media attention, including featu-
res on local news sites and the national cable network,
CNN. But across news coverage, too often girls
who’d been recruited or, more often, coerced into the
sex trade as children—sometimes by boyfriends,
sometimes after being kidnapped and then forced to
work the streets—were talked about rather than given
an opportunity to share their stories. «To solve a pro-
blem, you have to understand it», is how one girl
who’d been forced into trafficking at age 15 put it, «so
to solve this prostitution problem, you have to unders-
tand the girls». That was Youth Radio’s starting-point
for the story—partnering with girls who’d been traffic-
ked as co-producers of the story. 

«I’d wake up at 5, I’d be outside by 5:30», said a
girl with the pseudonym Brittney, who was intervie-
wed for the story by Youth Radio’s lead reporter,
Denise Tejada. «I would just wait to see what happe-
ned», Brittney went on, «Whether it’d be in the streets
or whether I’d be on the Internet. And then I won’t be
able to come back inside until like 2 o’clock in the mor-
ning, so I’d get only, like, three hours of rest». Many
girls who were being sold on Oakland streets were still
in high school. 

For one part of the story, reporter Denise Tejada
and a Youth Radio producer went to International
Boulevard in Oakland to capture the scene there, an
area widely known as «The Track». Here’s the except
as it ran on NPR. 

Denise: «It’s around 6:10 and we’re driving down
International. And these are girls that look so much
younger than I am, and I’m only 21. In a 50 block
span, I count 20 girls. Some are posted on street cor-
ners. Others are hanging by bus stops, or just walking
the same blocks over and over.

I park at one of the many taco trucks on Inter -
national Boulevard. The guys who work the truck say
that everyday, pimps use their parking lot to drop off
their girls and hang out. They say it’s common to see
a girl being beaten by her pimp. Basically pimps run
their businesses from this spot. 

Just in a matter of seconds, there’s a girl getting
picked up by a guy, or a john. From my car, I spot two
women. One seems to be the leader, or what people

in the game call a «bottom girl». She approaches the
car, speaks to the driver, and instructs the younger girl
to walk over… It’s a Toyota Prius, and they’re waiting
for a girl to get into the car. She has tight leggings, gray
shirt, just carrying her heels. She looks like she could
be 17 or something and they just left right now. 

While most Oakland residents drive by and don’t
think twice about what’s going on here, the people in
this neighborhood do. People like 20-year-old Frank
Pardo, whose mother owns Yogi’s Bridal Shop. Pardo
grew up here».

Pardo: «They’re always there, you always see
them, and some of them are quite beautiful too.
Looking like straight models. They’ve been here for all
these years. What makes you think they’re going anyw-
here? Police see em. I mean, everyone sees them.
Nobody does anything».

In telling this story, Youth Radio aimed to «do
something» by revealing the realities of child sex traf-
ficking as they relate to flawed laws and commercial
infrastructures (websites, photo studios, marketing
consultancies) that have sprung up to promote undera-
ge girls’ online profiles. In gathering interviews for the
story, Youth Radio producers and researchers took
great care in approaching community-based advocacy
organizations that work with girls who’d been traffic-
ked. As a youth-serving institution, the newsroom
sought to differentiate itself from other media organiza-
tions that were known to dig for the most sensationa-
lized personal narratives and not always protect girls’
identities. This level of care translated into the details
of the scripting itself, especially how girls, and Oakland
itself, were described in passages like the one excerp-
ted above. Though the word prostitute does appear a
couple of places in the story, Denise and her collea-
gues heeded a point made by a local advocate who’d
been trafficked as a child and went on to help girls
move out of that life. «Every act of what’s called quote
unquote ‘prostitution’ with these children is actually a
form of child sexual abuse», said Nola Brantley in the
story, «and to take it further, child rape. So no, I don’t
think children who are raped should be criminalized».

And yet, a key finding in Youth Radio’s reporting
was that that’s precisely what law enforcement policies
do, when officers arrest girls and send them into juveni-
le detention, while lacking the necessary resources to
carry out the much more costly and demanding police
work required to prosecute traffickers and johns. 

3.1. Investigating the Digital Afterlife
In addition to broadcasting «Trafficked» in two

parts on National Public Radio on December 6th and
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7th, 2010, Youth Radio published interviews, docu-
ments, and links to relevant resources on its own web-
site (Youth Radio, 2010a), on NPR’s website (Youth
Radio, 2010b; 2010c), and on the massively popular
«Huffington Post» (Youth Radio, 2010d; 2010e). It
was through those venues that a digital afterlife for the
story began to take shape. Comments accumulated:
more than 300 were posted on «The Huffington
Post». The story was shared through Facebook more
than 4000 times, and Twitter streams filled with tiny
urls linking users to the coverage, including Tweets
from journalists and advocates working on issues rela-
ted to child welfare. The story showed up on college
class syllabi almost right away, in departments of socio-
logy and education. 

Striking in the afterlife was the extent to which the
very same issues that manifested in the pre-production
phase of developing the story surfaced again and
again, refracted through the voices of varied users with
interests of their own. Never far from the surface on
some sites were debates about the legalization of pros-
titution, and then came reminders of the story’s focus
on children, for whom legalization would not apply.
Here’s one excerpt from one site’s comment stream: 

«A friend in college helped pay her bills by being a
high class call girl. Another friend of a friend moved to
New York and did it til she got married to a German.
I don’t recommend it, but it does happen».

«What’s that got to do with child sex trafficking?
This article is not about «prostitution» it’s about slavery
and rape of minors».

«Those who are (predictably) calling for legaliza-
tion of prostitution need to pause their fingers above
the keyboard before hitting «send» long enough to rea-
lize that this article is about underaged girls… being
forced into the sex trade. Legalizing prostitution for
adult women will do nothing to address this issue…».

Also striking in the story’s afterlife was the way in
which the content traveled. On its website and «The
Huffington Post», Youth Radio editors published mate-
rials that were not part of the radio story, including
interviews with three high school girls who were still
actively working Oakland’s track, and a document pro-
cured from the local district attorney’s office called
«pimp business plan». In that document, one trafficker
outlined in hand-written notes precisely how he plan-
ned to move from «the concrete streets to the executi-
ve suites» by expanding his commercial sexual exploi-
tation of girls. 

The Youth Radio editorial team was well aware
that the pimp business plan was just the kind of docu-
ment that can sometimes «go viral». And it did. First, it

was published by the website Boing Boing (5 million
monthy readers), an editor of which has been a longs-
tanding Youth Radio partner. Beyond that contextuali-
zed post, the plan moved to a very different kind of
website: one known to analyze business models and
other news emanating from start-up companies in
Silicon Valley, hot bed to US dot-com entrepreneurs-
hip. On that site, running under the headline, «Pimp
Proves Rhyming Doesn’t and Won’t Ever Help Your
Business Plan», a typed-out version of the plan appea-
red, accompanied by an unattributed photo of an
African American man talking on a cell phone wearing
an oversized crown with huge gems, sparkling sunglas-
ses, and a humongous silver pinky ring. «The 15-odd
step plan is funny», wrote the post’s author, «and we
don’t want to take away from the enjoyment of rea-
ding a rhyming business plan, but there is a serious
undertone here. The business plan was designed to
re-model the way the pimp markets underage girls for
sex». She went on to briefly enumerate the elements
of the plan and then conclude, «as far as business
plans go, we probably don’t need to tell any of you
that it’s terrible. Had the pimp only typed ‘business
plan’ into wikipedia, he could have written a better
one using their basic outline… Assuming that the fact
his plan is now all over the internet means he’s no lon-
ger a pimp, the plan is proof that rhyming might help
you remember your business plan - but it won’t help
you if you leave off the most important plan for the
future which, in the case of illegal activity, is of course,
don’t get caught» (Comstock, 2010). 

As the pimp business plan migrated, it drew the
story into online conversations whose tone, content,
and community were quite a distance from the Youth
Radio newsroom’s intent for the reporting. Part of
navigating a story’s digital afterlife involves complex
risk calculations, about how to release provocative
content that has the potential to deliver a substantive
message to wider and wider audiences, knowing that
content can move and re-circulate as a decontextuali-
zed unit, and that there’s always the possibility it will
re-appear in problematic forms. 

How can media literacy prepare young people for
cases like this one, where they program content for
users beyond publication? If it were ever appropriate
to refer to a story like «Trafficked youth media», it
becomes highly questionable to affix that label to the
story once it takes on a digital afterlife of its own. I
mean to take nothing away from the role of young
people leading the research and reporting. Rather, I
want to highlight the extent to which the story gets re-
produced, again and again, by adult institutions with
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their own histories, agendas, active users, and political
economies. 

3.2. Managing Digital Content
Rushkoff calls for a codification of the changes

we’re undergoing, «their social, cognitive, and intellec-
tual implications», in this still-emerging digital era
(2010b: 19). Young people are developing new codes
of conduct as they create models for sustaining pro-
duction beyond publication. Digital media literacy in
this context requires tracking and shaping the way your
content is recontextualized by others, who have the
power to take it in new directions, and apply it to dif-
ferent communities and uses.
That doesn’t mean jumping
into comment streams and
protesting every time you read
something from a user with
which you disagree. But it
does require having a network
of collaborators who can help
guide your decision about
when, in fact, it does make
sense to intervene when the
afterlife of a story takes an
unexpected turn, and how to
do so effectively. Literacy, in
this sense, means knowing
your users, trusting your users,
and also pushing back against
your users when that move is
called for. Skills and habits that
take on especial urgency inclu-
de:

• Discovery: While the capacity to produce high-
quality original content remains a prime media literacy
goal, equally important for emerging media makers is
knowing how to find, filter, arrange, and display exis-
ting content that will help tell your story in a full and
nuanced way. In this sense the author is always alre-
ady a user of other people’s media first, and an aggre-
gator and assembler of materials that can support and
amplify the story you want to tell.

Analytics: To track how a story like «Trafficked» is
being actively consumed and used, young people need
to know how to access, understand, and act on analy-
tics – meaning compilations of data that reveal how
content is being consumed. It is no longer enough
simply to deliver a story to an outlet and then report
out audience «cumes» (which is the metric distributors
have traditionally used to calculate their total number
of unique listeners). To know their users, authors

need to understand what parts of a story users click on,
how long they stayed, what users’ points of entry were
into the piece, where they went when they left, and
what platforms they used to share the story with
friends. These are data available through free, back-
end systems that visualize displays using pie-charts and
graphs and statistical presentations. Without knowled-
ge of these systems, young people can only guess at
how their content is being consumed and used.

• Network Mobilization: It is one thing, as an indi-
vidual author, to respond to a reader’s problematic or
erroneous comment on one’s own. It’s another thing
entirely when an author can deploy a network of con-

nected users to get a story back on track, if that action
is called for in its digital afterlife. At Youth Radio,
we’ve seen examples of young people posting
Facebook status updates to their thousands of friends
inviting them to write into comment streams on sites
where the authors are being personally attacked. In
other cases Youth Radio’s own social media networks
can be mobilized to sustain interest and focus on a
given story’s key themes or discoveries. In this sense
building an engaged community of friends or followers
is not simply a matter of «playing the social media
game». It is a crucial step in developing a powerful
position in the digital afterlife (Ito & al., 2010). 

• Platforms: Finally, in this article, I have focused
on young people producing content. We can see in a
story like «Trafficked», and in recent political uprisings
around the globe, full-blown digital media literacy
entails not only knowing how to tell stories, but also
how to program platforms. That is precisely the
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These young producers are developing digital materials that
travel and transform, and in the process, they are forming
new codes of conduct and modes of literacy for the digital
age. They need supportive peers, professional colleagues,
nimble institutions, and expansive learning theories to do
that work well. And then we, collectively, will be able to
use their efforts to tell a new story about what media 
education can do. 



newest body of work Youth Radio is undertaking
through its Mobile Action Lab, where young people
partner with professional developers to design and
build mobile apps that serve community needs. They
program to users in both a literal and metaphorical
sense, learning to create new technology tools, which
increasingly determine who knows what, how infor-
mation flows, and what makes change possible. 

4. Conclusion
Lest this work of programming feel like a huge leap

from what media literacy knows best –original, high-
quality narrative production– I will end on an observa-
tion from an 18-year-old participant in Youth Radio’s
Mobile Action Lab. He has contributed to reporting
projects not unlike «Trafficked», and is now part of a
team programming apps. He describes how the team
has used open-source software to design and test apps
and get acquainted with the development process.
«First you envision what you want a specific part of
the app to do, then you attempt to add the functiona-
lity, and then you make any adjustments you find
necessary after testing it out. Coming from a back-
ground in journalism, I have had ample practice with
this process of creating and editing… Reading through
the coding blocks was like meticulously scanning a
paragraph for errors and incompatibilities». 

As this young man says, whether they are creating
content, or programming platforms, young people
who undertake this kind of meticulous production
work are constantly envisioning not simply what a
story will look or sound or read like, but what it will
do. These young producers are developing digital
materials that travel and transform, and in the process,
they are forming new codes of conduct and modes of
literacy for the digital age. They need supportive peers,
professional colleagues, nimble institutions, and
expansive learning theories to do that work well. And
then we, collectively, will be able to use their efforts to
tell a new story about what media education can do. 
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ABSTRACT 
This article presents a research and teaching experience that took place within an international research project,
Digital Inclusion and Participation (2009-2011) involving researchers from Portugal and the USA (Texas). The main
aim of the project is to understand the conditions and tendencies of access and appropriation of digital media by
users and non-users, with a particular focus on families and groups which are more vulnerable to digital exclusion
(elderly people, immigrants, ethnic and linguistic minorities). Together with this aim the project also includes advan-
ced education in digital media, focusing on the training of graduate students through supervised research among
those social groups. These two objectives came together in an interdisciplinary Seminar on Methods of Researching
Media. This article focuses on the process of research and teaching that was activated in the Seminar, how graduate
students were prepared and supervised to conduct interviews with two members of the same family from different
generations, how they were actively involved in the adaptation of the original questions, used at the University of
Texas in Austin, into a narrative script focused on life stories and relationships with the media (see Annex), and in
the sampling process of the interviewee families. The implications of using such a qualitative methodology and re -
search-based learning for the students, as well as the other advantages and pitfalls found during this process, are dis-
cussed in detail. 

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
En este artículo se presenta una experiencia de investigación y formación en el contexto del proyecto internacional
de investigación «Digital Inclusion and Participation» (2009-11), en el que participaron investigadores y expertos de
Portugal y Estados Unidos (Texas). El objetivo principal del proyecto es analizar las condiciones y tendencias en el
acceso y la distribución de los medios digitales en manos de usuarios y no usuarios, con especial atención hacia las
familias y grupos más vulnerables a la exclusión digital (mayores, inmigrantes, minorías étnicas y lingüísticas). Además
de este objetivo, profundiza en la educación en el ámbito de los medios digitales y en la formación de estudiantes de
posgrado a través de un estudio supervisado de estos grupos sociales. Estos dos objetivos confluyeron en un Seminario
Interdisciplinar de Métodos de Investigación en Medios (2009-10 y 2010-11). Este artículo incluye el proceso de
investigación y formación que se puso en práctica en el seminario. Se centra en la preparación y supervisión de los
estudiantes, que realizaron entrevistas a miembros de familias de distintas generaciones y participaron en la adaptación
de las preguntas usadas originalmente en la Universidad de Texas en Austin, creando un guión narrativo centrado en
la trayectoria vital y relaciones con los medios (véase el anexo). También se contemplan los procesos de muestreo de
las familias entrevistadas y se analizan las implicaciones que tiene en los estudiantes esta metodología cualitativa de
aprendizaje basada en la investigación, así como otras ventajas y deficiencias del proceso.

KEYWORDS
Research, teaching, learning, qualitative research, life stories, digital media, digital inclusion.
Investigación, formación, aprendizaje, estudio cualitativo, trayectoria de vida, medios digitales, inclusión digital.
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1. Introduction
In the summer of 2008, when the Digital Inclusion

and Participation Project was designed for submission
to the UTAustin-Portugal Program (www.utaustin-
portugal.org), the US partner Joseph Straubhaar,
Professor of Global Media at the University of Texas
in Austin, stressed the relevance of involving students,
illustrating this by drawing on his own experience: for
a decade he had activated the process of research and
teaching with graduate and undergraduate students,
involving them in supervised field work collecting life
stories with the media among their own families, and
in areas of rural Texas or poor neighborhoods in the
city of Austin where Latin American families live.
Besides their learning in Media Studies, students con-
tacted with and gathered up different life experiences
while contributing with their own individual efforts to
a collection of life stories with the media among gene-
rations of families in a long-term view, therefore also
developing a sense of belonging and participating in a
strong research project. 

For these reasons, the project proposal included
advanced research and education in the digital media
with a transnational and interdisciplinary perspective:
«Educate and train young student researchers in re -
search about digital media»; «Promote methodologies of
participatory research»; «Generate educational resour-
ces». Approved by the UT Austin-Portugal Program,
the project started in April 2009 and the first seminar for
graduate students was held in September 2009.

This aim of advanced research and education was
seen as a challenge and an opportunity by the three
Portuguese universities that participated in the project:
the University of Oporto, the University of Coimbra
and the Faculty of Human and Social Sciences (FCSH)-
New University of Lisbon. In the latter, where the au -
thors lecture, students would not only benefit from the
experience of participation in the data collection but
also gain educational credits (ECTS) if they participa-
ted successfully in a specific seminar directly related to
the project. In fact, the faculty Board approved the
reformulation of an existing MA seminar on Media
and Journalism Studies, «Methods of Researching
Media and Journalism», in its aims, skills and content
in accordance with the purposes of this research pro-
ject.

In May-June 2009, some months before the
beginning of the seminar, a public appeal through wall
posters and the FCSH intranet went out to graduate
students from different Human and Social Science
courses. A certain level of interest from these «young
researchers» was anticipated, but in the first year what

little interest there was came only from students of
Anthropology, while some Media and Journalism
Studies students initially reacted negatively to the new
orientation of the seminar. The research and teaching
model was unusual and an innovative learning process
for all was just beginning.

2. The research and teaching model
It has been stressed that awareness of the learning

processes and identity development is particularly
demanding in «knowledge societies» where students
should not only be «engaged in the production of
knowledge» but also «educated to cope with the risks
and uncertainties generated by the advances of scien-
ce» (Scott, quoted by Huet & al., 2009: 577). 

How is this pedagogical model replacing traditio-
nal learning realities based on content transmission, in
universities? International research evidence suggests
that the interconnections between teaching and disci-
pline-based investigation is not readily revealed in
practice (Brew, 2006; Huet & al., 2009). While the
Bologna Declaration in 1999 stressed the importance
and the need to promote research both at graduate
and postgraduate levels in the European educational
landscape, and many academics do consider that
Higher Education should be distinguished by intercon-
necting university teaching and research roles, a brief
comparison of national scenarios shows that the appli-
cation of this approach varies considerably (Healey,
2005: 184-5): in the USA, student integration in re -
search projects as a way of promoting «greater oppor-
tunities for authentic, interdisciplinary and student-
centered learning» was recommended by the Boyer
Commission Report (1998) and other national institu-
tions related to Science and Research; in New Zeeland,
the necessity of linking research and teaching is incor-
porated in legislation; in the UK, some departments
and universities claim that teaching and learning is
«research-led»; in France, most scientific research
occurs in special research institutes outside the univer-
sities. Recently in Portugal, research units and associa-
ted laboratories, mostly in universities, started offering
research grants to undergraduate or graduate students
involved in research projects (Huet & al., 2009). 

The debate on the potential of students’ ability to
learn and problem-solve beyond their current know-
ledge level through guidance from and collaboration
with an adult or group of more able peers, inspired by
Vygotsky (1978), has been visible particularly in
Education related to concepts such as constructivist
learning, communities of practice or identity develop-
ment (Hunter & al., 2006). Among other perspectives,
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Baxter’s constructivist-developmental pedagogy clearly
emphasizes students’ development of identity as part
of their professional socialization process. Based on an
«epistemological reflection» on young adult intellectual
development, Baxter (2004) presents four intellectual
categories, from simplistic to complex thinking: from
«absolute knowing» (where students understand know -
ledge to be certain and view it as residing in an outside
category) to «transitional knowing» (where students
believe that some knowledge is less than absolute and
focus on finding ways to search for the truth), then to
«independent knowing» (where students believe that
most knowledge is less than absolute) and lastly to
«contextual knowing» (where knowledge is shaped by
the context in which it is situated and its veracity is
debated according to the con-
text). According to the author,
this move is a shift from an
externally directed view of
knowing to one that is inter-
nally oriented, promotes iden-
tity development as «self-aut-
horship» (including learning
through scientific inquiry) and
is better supported by a cons-
tructivist-developmental peda-
gogy situating learning in stu-
dents’ experience (Baxter,
1999). 

The narrative and the dis-
cussion of this «research and
teaching» experience is the subject of the following
sections of this article.

3. Preparing students for fieldwork
The first sessions of the seminar introduced the

theoretical model of the project and provided the 23
students of this mixed group with the methodological
approach for the qualitative fieldwork. In order to get
students acquainted with theories that span from
Media Studies to Sociology, together with basic theo-
retical guidelines, several discussions took place during
these initial sessions. In fact, the theoretical framework
of the project was based on several key concepts,
which reflected distinct traditions and orientations in
the field. Our approach attempted an integration of
different interdisciplinary contributions ranging from
the concept of media domestication (Silverstone,
Hirsch & al., 1993) to theories of digital inclusion and
exclusion (Selwyn, 2006; van Dijk, 2006), cultural and
social capital (Bourdieu, 1984) and generations and
families (Bertaux & Thompson, 1993; Bertaux, 1997).

Students received a basic knowledge of such theories
in order to help them understand the project’s aims as
well as to provide guidance during the fieldwork. The
latter was particularly emphasized in these initial ses-
sions in the task of selecting the families to be intervie-
wed, since the sampling procedure was to follow a
purposive logic based on clear theoretical assumptions
regarding fundamental characteristics to be included in
the final sample. 

As for the methodological approach, the initial ses-
sions also explored epistemological as well as practical
issues concerning qualitative methods (Bryman, 2004;
Hammersley & Atkinson, 2000; May, 2001; Lobe &
al., 2007; Silverman, 2009). On the one hand, we
launched a broad methodological discussion regarding

the basis of the research approach, presenting students
with an essential knowledge of its aims. On the other
hand, we explained in detail the basic principles of the
qualitative methodologies adopted and, at the same
time, made an effort to involve students in building ins-
truments tailored to the specific aims of the research. 

Students’ interest in the research project gradually
increased in these first sessions. They were interested
but the sessions were not very different from the clas-
sic expository lecture. Two factors contributed to the
turning-point and much more active involvement: 1)
the elaboration of the interview script; and 2) student
responsibility in finding the families needed for the
purposive sampling.

In producing the script, the guide used by our US
colleagues for the qualitative interview organized
around direct questions on topics was reformulated
into a new and more narrative type of script, facilita-
ting a more conversational approach between intervie-
wers and interviewees; this had already been used in
similar research with families (e.g. Clark, 2009). 

That awareness of the learning processes and identity 
development is particularly demanding in «knowledge 
societies» where students should not only be «engaged in
the production of knowledge» but also «educated to cope
with the risks and uncertainties generated by the 
advances of science»
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The new script consisted of three parts: life course;
personal history with media; and current media uses
(See Annex 1). While most of the questions were fac-
tual and relatively easy to answer, others activated judg-
ments and evaluations on attitudes, beliefs and changes
in the dynamics of the family (what do you think diffe-
rentiates your family from others? and, what do you
think makes your family similar to others?), or on perso-
nal course and family influence (Do you think that being
male/female affected your life? In what ways?).

Students greatly appreciated being involved in this
process of reformulating the original guidelines. After
small changes discussed collectively, we proposed a
role-play where one student acted as interviewer and
another as interviewee, answering according to

his/her own experience and life story. In spite of their
apparent familiarity with the questions, being directly
asked about their experience stimulated a different
approach, an «objective look at the self» (Blumer,
1969: 70). The role-play and the subsequent analysis
of the performances of interviewer/interviewee contri-
buted to student self-awareness and to a greater ent-
husiasm towards the research topic, as if they had at
last accepted the project. Being questioned about sen-
sitive issues stimulated reflective thinking: «Oh, I just
realized that I had never thought about this before…».

This role-play dynamic helped students to displace
from the periphery to the center through their mutual

engagement and our guidance, and the following ses-
sions on sampling the families would confirm this out-
come. As already stated, the sampling design was pur-
posive, focusing on specific characteristics which
included: families that used the public access Internet;
rural and urban families; families with children under
18 and those who do not; families involved in commu-
nity outreach programs; immigrant and non-immigrant
families; families that didn’t send their children to uni-
versity. In both countries, Portugal and the US, the
researchers were to monitor the selection closely, in
order to make sure that the final sample was not unba-
lanced by gender, social class and level of education,
which ultimately functioned as control variables.

Students took very se riously their responsibility for
finding two families that fit the
criteria. In the session dedica-
ted to sampling, the blackboard
soon became full of family indi-
cators that complied with the
design demands mentioned
above, while the negotiation
and cooperation that emerged
among them ensured equili-
brium. Another factor was that
enlisting their own families or
families through friends or per-
sons already known to them in
their everyday lives (such as
the coffee-shop employee or
the doorman) meant they did
not have to face complete
strangers. As they wrote in
their essays:

–– «The choice of the two
families was essentially based
on the direct knowledge of the
youngest members that would
be interviewed, since these

seem to be good examples of families within the thres-
hold of exclusion. In both cases we were facing
parents that had just four years of schooling and were
all but excluded from the digital media» (Pedro).

–– «I selected families that were part of my social
network, whose life trajectory I was already aware of,
but whose relationship with the media I knew very little
about, particularly the digital media. Viewing my colle-
agues’ choices of subject (a procedure discussed in the
class), migrant families seemed to be over-represented
and Portuguese families under-represented, thus lea-
ding me to choose two Portuguese families» (Inês).

Interviewing her own family members allowed

The levels of embeddedness and domestication of the 
communicative devices, such as mobile phones, computers
or game consoles, depend on the moment when and how
these were introduced into the household: for instance, the
interviewees who stated they had long been connected to
the Internet had greater technology know-how while they
also expressed a lower level of enthusiasm for its potential
uses. On the other hand, the interviewees who have used
the Internet for less time are still in an initial phase of 
appropriation and assimilation of its potential uses, where
the levels of novelty and excitement are still considerable.



© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293 • Pages 103-112

C
om

un
ic

ar
, 3

8,
 X

IX
, 2

01
2

107

Catarina to get a better understanding of their own
personal life stories and the impact on their usage of
the media, as she concludes: «Although they were my
family members, I wasn´t aware of certain childhood
experiences, particularly of Maria [grand-mother], An -
tó nio [uncle] and Paula [mother]. It became clear that
gender greatly influenced the life trajectory of each
one».

4. Fieldwork and assessment
The fieldwork took place in December 2009, just

before Christmas. Students were instructed on distinct
relevant procedures, such as the importance of obtai-
ning written informed consent from interviewees to par-
ticipate in the study; the necessity of recording the
whole interview to avoid missing any relevant details;
the meaning of conducting the interview as far as possi-
ble in the form of a natural conversation, following the
interview script as a general orientation guide; and on
gathering information regarding the household when
possible, noting what was visible in the «domestication»
(Silverstone, Hirsch & al., 1993) of the media.

In fact, most of the interviews took place in peo-
ples’ homes, in living rooms but also in kitchens and in
young people’s bedrooms, allowing interviewers to
capture the «appropriation» of the media by the hou-
seholders, the places and positions they occupied. 

–– «In Carla’s house, which is also a flat, one can
see a lot of electronic devices, namely the television
set, the radio, the DVD player and the computer, all in
the same room. The practice of using the television for
companionship was obvious when her first gesture
was to switch it on, even with visitors present» (Ana).

«Besides the laptop, one can find in the living room
lots of devices that show the need for contact with the
media: two radios, a large TV set, a DVD player, a
camera tripod, a digital photo frame, earphones, about
five remote controls and other devices that I couldn’t
identify, all laid out near the main armchair, so all
could be reached with minimum effort» (Mariana).

Students were also instructed on the transcription
procedures (literal transcription of questions and ans-
wers, introduction of silences, pauses, laughs…).
Every student was to transcript and send part three of
the interviews, referring to Internet and computer use,
to all group members, therefore enabling collective dis-
cussions on the answers concerning these themes in
the final sessions of the seminar.

The final essay (around 4,000 words) should
analyse the research process and, based on the data
collected, highlight similarities and differences in the
families interviewed. In order to do so, students were

asked to explore the «narratives-in-interaction» (Blaum -
berg, 2004, in Clark, 2009), a method of analysis
where the researcher «should pay attention not only to
what is said but also to what is not said, and why cer-
tain statements might have been made in a particular
context to elicit a desired response among a specific
audience», a way of reading how the interviewees
«are managing their social identities in context» (Clark,
2009: 391).

Students had to copy the interviews onto CD for
transcription in their entirety by the project research
assistant. This yielded a collection of 92 interviews
from 46 families, a considerable portion of the 130
individual life stories gathered from 65 families by stu-
dents at the three Portuguese universities.

Besides the full transcriptions that provided a com-
prehensive corpus of discourses concerning life trajec-
tories, childhood memories with (or without) the
media and current media interests and uses by their
interviewees, these essays also contain interesting
notes on the domestication process and on the media
culture at home. Precisely due to the fact that the inter-
views occurred at home, in some cases other members
of the family added contributions that revealed the
digital gaps in the households. 

Among the diversity of angles provided by the
interviews, gender gaps emerged as one of the most
visible to the young researchers: women from different
social and educational backgrounds tended to be less
involved in the digital technologies at home, as illustra-
ted in the following transcripts:

–– «Both of the mothers interviewed [43 and 46
years old, both working class, educated to primary
school level and non-Internet users] consider that it is
normal that they don’t use technological devices
because they have almost no schooling. The lack of
literacy and growing up in a context where these
issues were not familiar make the family vulnerable to
feelings of apprehension. In both cases it was obvious
that fear of the Internet resulted from what «one hears
around» (Pedro).

–– «In the taped interview and in the offline
moments, it was visible that Teresa’s [64, middle class,
incomplete secondary school education and non-user]
husband and son had already stimulated her to have
more consistent contact with the internet. Upon repeating
that she ‘would like to know more’, she would like ‘to use
the Internet and the computer more’, her husband said
with an impatient look on his face: ‘It is over there! Go
on!’ provoking an enormous laugh from Te resa and her
son. It was obvious that the interviewee is the one who
excludes herself from the digital media» (Ana).



In this latter case, the presence of other members
of the family during the interview, previously discussed
as problematic, indirectly provided a different picture
of Teresa’s digital exclusion, contrasting her «politi-
cally correct» answers with her everyday refusal to
access the computer. Other unexpected situations in
the households enriched the landscape of family life
with different media. For instance, in a formal inter-
view with her husband and son in which she did not
take part, Paula (53) clearly reveals the media divide in
that middle-class household:

–– «Paula is the only member of the family who
doesn´t identify herself with electronic devices. She
states that she is no good at using these «trendy gad-
gets» and expresses regret at the family’s digital inclu-
sion: «those little gadgets stole my husband and child.
They don´t pay attention to anything else, sometimes
I have nobody to talk to, because Armando (73) is
glued to the TV or to the computer, and let’s not even
mention Diogo». Paula’s hobbies are cooking and loo-
king after her grandchildren» (Mariana).

Among other adults, the lack of literacy was noti-
ceable in the ways some occasional users with low
levels of schooling expressed their online experience,
as noted: 

–– «It is clear in David’s [53, primary school edu-
cation only] speech that there is a lack of linguistic skills
when using exact terms: ‘I know how to look up this
and that but I don’t know how to explain it in technical
words…I have some difficulty in explaining it, yes.
Using it is easy, but to explain it…» (Inês).

Other conclusions emerged from the comparison
between families’ appropriation of the technologies,
showing how factors such as experience and routine
have an impact on them:

–– «The levels of embeddedness and domestica-
tion of the communicative devices, such as mobile
phones, computers or game consoles, depend on the
moment when and how these were introduced into
the household: for instance, the interviewees who sta-
ted they had long been connected to the Internet had
greater technology know-how while they also expres-
sed a lower level of enthusiasm for its potential uses.
On the other hand, the interviewees who have used
the Internet for less time are still in an initial phase of
appropriation and assimilation of its potential uses,
where the levels of novelty and excitement are still
considerable» (Marisa).

5. Lessons from the process: advantages and pitfalls
From a data collection point of view, this research

and teaching program enabled us to gather an impres-

sive amount of life stories and experiences with the
media. As in other data collections that rely heavily on
work by inexperienced students quality varies: some
interviewers were too dependent on the interview
script and didn’t ask obvious follow-up questions,
while others did exactly the opposite and obtained
vivid descriptions of family life stories and experiences
with different media. 

The fact that the interviews took place in the inter-
viewees’ homes enabled students to capture the hou-
sehold atmosphere, thus recording feelings and eva-
luations from other members of the family beside the
interviewees – for instance, the fact that most women
are excluded from the technological world within their
households and the feelings of exclusion they bear.

The majority of the essays produced by the stu-
dents show self-reflection and critical evaluation of
their data; in fact, some of them were extremely reflec-
tive and well-sustained theoretically, thus indicating a
clear integration of the methodological guidelines and
the theoretical frameworks. Besides the educational
credits and a reference in their résumés, this participa-
tion provided students with important methodological
training as well as experience for their own research
activities. 

Epistemologically supported, they had a chance to
not only incorporate external knowledge but also build
«contextual knowing» of the digital media in the lives
of families, how they are diversely appropriated by
age, gender, level of education, and of the particulari-
ties of a person’s life story; they had the opportunity to
read and understand practices and discourses of adhe-
sion, resistance or refusal as well as to identify related
constraints, such as a low level of literacy. In sum, they
were involved in active processes of construction and
reconstruction of knowledge throughout our guidance
and collaboration/cooperation with their peers.
Quoting Ana: «This kind of academic study makes us
reflect on identity issues while it also provides us with
an excellent exercise for self-reflection. This was an
enriching experience not only in the fieldwork but also
in the perspective outlook of issues related to the digital
integration in our society».

The pitfalls of this experience may be interpreted
differently according to the students’ perspective or
that of teachers/research supervisors. In the former,
some frustration may arise from not having appropriate
previous experience and the consequent difficulties
related to that fact. Also, the amount of time available
in the seminar for discussing different methodologies
might not have been enough for some students, espe-
cially bearing in mind that they came from a range of
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academic backgrounds. In the latter case, we might
feel some frustration of our own, considering our high
hopes and that the work produced did not always
meet those standards. Difficulties also arise from the
fact that the time available for training was not as long
as it should have been, and because not all students
showed the same interest and had the skills to perform
the tasks assigned to them. Contrary to our expecta-
tions, there was no rush by graduate students to sign
up for this experience when it was first announced but
we did not explore why.

Overall, our assessment of this training experience
is highly positive given that all the problems that arose
during the fieldwork were solved, and that the quality
of the materials gathered is quite good. In addition,
from a pedagogical point of view the continuous
exchange of ideas proved to be useful, and not to
mention that we also learnt from unexpected situations
as well as it being a rewarding experience for us as lec-
turers and researchers. 
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Annex 1
Project Digital Inclusion and Participation (UTAustin|Portugal/CD/0016/2008)

Interview guide on Life Story and the Media
NB: The question order does not really matter. Once a topic or a main question is introduced, the remaining questions

should be used only with the aim of initiating a missing answer or specifying incomplete information.

PART ONE
1. Origin and family characterization

Let’s start by talking about you and your family…
• Could you tell me about the place where you were born? What memories do you have? How was your childhood?
• Is your family from that region? Tell me a bit about the place where your family is originally from (where were your 

parents born? And your grandparents?)
• And what about the rest of your family? Do you have any brothers or sisters? (Ask if they were born in the same 

area/region/country). Are they older or younger?
• Do you have children? Where were they born?
• Nowadays, do you live with any family members?
NB: Information on the place where the family is from should be entered in the genogram.

2. Family mobility
Tell me about where you live… (city/town/village)

• How many years have you lived here?
• How long have you lived here? And your family?
• Where did you/they live?
• Where did you prefer to live?
• (If the person has moved from another place) – Why did you move here?
• (If the person has moved from another country) – Did you have difficulties (or your family) in moving to Portugal?

3. Occupation and schooling of the family members: personal course and family influence
• Tell me more about your job and your schooling history… and what do the rest of the family members do?
• What are your school qualifications? When did you stop studying?
• What is your parents’ level of education? And your grandparents?
• Are you happy with your level of education? Would you have liked to have studied longer?
• Did your family give a lot of or little importance to school?
• Does your current job correspond to what you imagined when you were a child/or younger?
• How did you come to have this current job? Did you have any other jobs?
• Did anyone in your family influence your professional choices?
• What are/were your parents’ professions?
• And what about your grandparents?
• And in reference to your schooling, was there anyone in your family that influenced your choices? Who?
• Looking back at your life, was there anything important that you learned from your family?
• Do you think that being male/female affected your life path? In what way?

NB: Information on the family’s employment and schooling should be entered in the genogram.

4. Practices and personal and family experiences
Tell me about your daily life…

• Could you describe a typical day, for instance, yesterday?
• What do you do when you have a day off, for example Saturday or Sunday?
• When you were a child, what type of parties did your family usually have? For what occasions did your family get together

and celebrate?
• And nowadays, has anything changed? Could you kindly describe a typical family party?
• (If he/she came from a foreign country) What was your life like in your country? How did you spend a typical day there?
• (In the case of being a parent) In what ways are your parents/children/grandchildren different from you?
• What do you think differentiates your family from other families? And what do you think makes your family similar to other

families?
Essential topics that should be covered in the 1st part of the interview:
— Migration, travel, history
— Education and family history
— Work/Socio-economic status and history
— Ethnicity, traditions and family inheritance, identity and social networks.
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PART TWO
1. Personal history with the media

Let’s talk about your free time when you were a child or a young person… and also nowadays.
• When you were a child, what were your favorite activities, how did you entertain yourself? And later on, in your 

adolescence/youth?
• When you were a child/adolescent what did you usually read? Why?
• In reference to TV, which programs did you watch normally? Why?
• And in reference to the radio, what did you usually listen to?
• Do you remember when your family got a radio/a TV set? Who brought it home? Who set it up at home?
• What other information and entertainment devices/equipment did you have at home when you were a child? (Radio, 

record player, tape recorder, video, gaming console, computer and so forth…).
• And nowadays, does your family have cable or satellite TV? When did they get it?
• (Other personal communication media). Do you have a cell phone? What type of mobile phone do you have? What are

its characteristics? What kinds of activities do you use it for?
• Going back to your family, who was the first person to own a mobile phone?
• (If the interviewee is an immigrant) Do you use the mobile phone to contact your family and friends? What other media

do you use to contact your family?
• Do you have a camera or a camcorder? What do you usually use it for? When you were a child, did your family also 

have any of these types of equipment?
• Do you usually listen to music? What kind of music do you prefer? How do you usually listen to it, what media do you use?
• Do you usually watch films? What kind of films? What media do you use for films?

2. Current media use 
Tell me about the media you use today…

• What mass media (newspapers, magazines, radio, television…) do you usually use?
• Which mass media do you spend more time with? Why?
• What for? Do you use it for any special reason?
• What mass media do you use to keep yourself informed, to get the news?
• Why do you prefer this mass media over the others?
• For instance, which mass media did you use to follow the last electoral campaign?
• (Only for immigrants): What is the best way for you to follow events in your country?
• What mass media do you mainly use for entertainment?

PART THREE
1. Computer and internet use

Let´s talk about computer and internet use
• Does your family have a computer? How long have they had it? In your home, where is it?
• Who was the first person to bring a computer home?
• Do you have your own computer?
• What are the main uses of a computer for you?
• Does your family have access to the Internet at home? How long have they had it? Is it broadband?
• Where can you access the Internet at home?
• How often do you use the Internet? (if they access it in different places, ask about the most frequent)
• Do you usually use the Internet outside home? Where? How frequently do you use it?
• In general, what do you use the Internet for? Why?
• Do you use the Internet for different things in different places? (This question assumes the person speaks Portuguese; if this

is not evident ask if the person uses the Internet in Portuguese). Besides Portuguese, do you use the Internet in any other 
language? Which?

• How did you learn to use the Internet? Were you helped by any family members? Who? Were you helped by a friend?
Were you helped by a work colleague?

• Do you usually use the Internet with anybody else at home?
• And with your friends, do you normally use the Internet with them?
• Do you usually play videogames? How do you play (computer, gaming consoles and so on…). And what about the other

family members?
• (For those who use the Internet outside the home). When you use the Internet outside the home, do you usually use it 

with anybody else?
• (For those who don’t use the Internet). If you don’t usually use the Internet, do you know where you can access it?
• Why haven´t you done it yet?
• If you haven’t used the Internet yet, do you have any idea what you could do with it?
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2. Main topics to be covered
• Use of audiovisual media: radio, TV, cable or satellite
• Use of different news media, which ones are really used
• Use of interactive media: mobile phones, other mobile devices, computers, Internet
• Other languages used on the Internet apart from Portuguese
• What media and technologies are used for leisure: music, games, films…
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ABSTRACT 
Based on the results of several projects carried out with children and adolescents, we can state that knowledge of
production and broadcasting aids the acquisition of critical media skills. This article combines three media education
experiences in Venezuela, Colombia and Spain driven by a critical reception approach. It presents leading indicators
for determining the level of critical audiovisual reading in children aged 8-12 extracted from intervention processes
through workshops on media literacy. The groups had been instructed on the audiovisual universe, which allowed
them to analyze, deconstruct and recreate audiovisual content. Firstly, this article refers to the evolving concept of
media education. Secondly, the common experiences in the three countries are described, with special attention to
the influence of indicators that gauge the level of critical reading. Finally, we reflect on the need for media education
in the era of multi-literacy. It is unusual to find studies that reveal the keys to assessing the levels of critical consump-
tion of digital media content in children, and this is essential for determining the level of children’s understanding
before and after training processes in media education.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
Diversos estudios con niños y adolescentes han demostrado que a mayor conocimiento del mundo de la producción
y transmisión de mensajes audiovisuales, mayor capacidad adquieren para formarse un criterio propio ante la pan-
talla. En este artículo se aúnan tres experiencias de educación mediática realizadas en Venezuela, Colombia y Spain,
desde el enfoque de la recepción crítica. Se proporcionan los indicadores que llevan a determinar los niveles de lec-
tura crítica audiovisual en niños de entre 8 y 12 años, construidos a partir de procesos de intervención mediante
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encontrar estudios que revelen las claves para reconocer qué grado de criticidad tiene un niño cuando visiona los
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sión cuenta y cuál adquiere después de un proceso de formación en educación mediática. 
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1. Media education as an evolving concept. Main
study aims 

Recent history shows that media education started
to emerge in the second half of the twentieth century.
However, there already existed educational programs
that had been produced in response to the effect that
TV and films were having on children. At the begin-
ning of the 1930s, some experts in USA began to draw
attention to the need to integrate press and audiovisual
resources into school curricula. In the following deca-
des, these initiatives took root especially in the USA
and Canada. Mario Kaplun introduced a new method
of critical reading in the 1970s in South America, with
the aim of highlighting ideological content in media
messages. Other similar programs were implemented
at that time in Chile, Uruguay and Paraguay, and the
1980s saw the emergence of educommunication in
Argentina. In Mexico, Guillermo Orozco emphasized
the role of the child as receptor.

In the 1990s in Spain, Jose Manuel Perez Torne -
ro proposed a method for discovering the operations
and processes of critical reading in TV. The definition
of critical reading and analytical reading was introdu-
ced, with the difference being that critical reading
refers to the capacity to «recognise the pragmatic pur-
pose of the program, distinguishing the different the-
matic and narrative levels (...) and discovering co-tex-
tual and contextual connections, including alternative
proposals, and giving a new meaning to the program».
Analytical reading presents a deeper dimension, and
requires a «global reading of the space [or audiovisual
document], breaking this up into parts, capturing the
different dimensions of the program, noticing the struc-
ture and making a global interpretation of the space»
(Pérez Tornero, 1994: 150-152).

From the mid-1970s, some critical reception prac-
tices took place in TV and films in Venezuela. By the
end of the 20th century, in an attempt to foster critical
civic action, the Law for the Protection of Children
and Adolescents (LOPNA) was passed, in which art.
69, entitled ‘Critical education for the Media’, states
that «the State must guarantee education for children
and adolescents with the aim of preparing and training
them to receive, search for, use and choose the most
appropriate information for their development». The
urgency to include media education in educational
programs and compulsory school subjects is outlined
below. It also states that families must receive special
training to critically analyze media content1. According
to Martín-Barbero & Téllez (2008), new insights into
old problems only properly emerged in Colombia in
1997 when children became the main focus for rese-

arch activities into audience and the media (López De
la Roche, 2000; Fernández, 1998; Rincón, 2002).
After 2000, interest increased due to research funded
by Colombia’s National TV Commission. By that time,
in Spain numerous publications and projects had alre-
ady appeared that highlighted the importance of criti-
cal reading, and in 2008 the European Parliament
defined media education as the «ability to understand
and bring critical assessment to bear on the various
aspects of media, being able to separate out informa-
tion from the new media’s flood of data and images»2.

As media education researchers, we have organi-
zed various workshops with children and adolescents
in different locations. The main aim has been to deve-
lop in them an understanding of production and audio-
visual narrative from a critical viewpoint. We have
carried out experimental investigations in several loca-
tions: in Venezuela in 1997, through the Telekids pro-
ject in 1997, with the support of the Council for
Scientific, Human and Technological Development of
the Universidad de los Andes, which ran until 2000.
This project also operated in Spain from 2005, where
it was known as Taller Telekids3 but it received no
external funding. In Colombia, the same project star-
ted in 2006 with the support of a training program for
critical reception (Mirando cómo miramos). In 2010,
the third phase of this project was implemented at
national level, supported by the Santiago de Cali Uni -
versity and the National TV Commission as part of the
TV Development Plan4.

2. Methodology
The sampling process in Colombia was conduc-

ted in public institutions and included 93 children and
58 adults, among them parents and teachers. In 2007,
this model was expanded to 54 educational institutions
in Cali, with 1,053 adults and 1,355. In 2010, the
model was implemented with peer universities in six
areas across the country, involving 2,400 children and
2,400 adults. In Venezuela and Spain the workshops
began in 1997 with small group sessions, and the main
goal of all these practices was to develop the critical
awareness of children, parents and teachers in line
with the aims of media education today.

The methodology applied in the three countries
consisted of a pre- and post-test, so that the total sam-
ple (1,500 children aged 8-12) could be analysed
before and after training. As a result, it is evident that
a greater knowledge of audiovisual production enables
a better development of skills to extract content struc-
tures and critically analyse them. In Venezuela and
Spain, the assessment was performed according to the
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following indicators: ‘sufficiently critical’, ‘moderately
critical’ and ‘uncritical’. A subject able to identify, des-
cribe and recognize characters, history, intention and
the factors appearing in the first column in Table 2
would be categorized as ‘sufficiently critical’, which
also includes the capacity to suggest changes in con-
tent. A subject who is not always able to identify the
form or content in audiovisual documents and whose
content changes are close to the original version would
be considered ‘moderately critical’. ‘Uncritical’ reflects
the inability to critically
examine programs. In
Vene zuela and Spain a
teaching guide was
published with the sup-
port of the Department
of Innovation, Science
and Business of the
Regional Government of
Andalusia, entitled ‘Los
secretos de la tele:
Manual de alfabetiza-
ción audiovisual para
niños y maestros’ (The
secrets of TV: a literacy
guide for teachers and
children) (Sánchez-
Carrero & Martínez,
2009), including an inte-
ractive CD for children.
This guide is divided in
six thematic areas: pro-
duction, screenplay,
camera, sound and ligh-
ting, digital editing and
critical reading. Along
with the production
workshop, there were
practical critical reading
sessions consisting of
viewing cartoons, TV
series, films and adverts
for critical analysis. The
three indicators and
their definitions appear
in Table 1.

The intervention
model in Colombia is
pedagogically based on
UNESCO’s Four Pillars
of Education for the 21st

century: learning to

know, learning to do, learning to live together and lear-
ning to be. Participants develop skills to approach con-
tent critically by learning-by-discovery, creating positi-
ve environments that improve their quality of life. The
workshop is divided in three parts: first, a dialogue
with participants, identification of their readings and
relation to TV; second, the theory and practice of the
concepts of audiovisual language and media produc-
tion logic are presented; third, a reflection on elements
and intention is proposed to draw attention to viewer

Table 1. Critical reading of cartoons.

Table 2. Critical reading of TV series.



responsibility. Participants integrate these aspects and
take part in the training process to become critical vie-
wers, adopting new stances, reconsidering their per-
ceptions and proposing reading and reception alterna-
tives for TV content. Table 5. shows the workshop
structure and its different sections as a synthesis of the
critical reception model ‘Mirando como miramos’
(Sandoval Rome ro, 2007)5. 

This model is closely linked to its implementation

process. The in-depth
dialogue with the parti-
cipants regarding their
knowledge of the TV
environment and its
influence on their lives is
the most important part
of Mo dule 1. Some
explanations about the
origin of TV and rele-
vant data are provided
at the end of this modu-
le, prior to launching a
discussion on the beha-
vior and benefits of
being a critical viewer.
Information about pre-
production, production
and postproduction pro-
cesses is provided in
Module 2. Practical ses-
sions with the camera
are aimed at stimulating
discussion on the mea-
ning of viewing, being
viewed by oneself and
by others. The role of
those who work behind
the camera is analysed,
along with different TV
genres such as the soap
opera, which is hugely
popular in Colombia. A
literary resource is used
in Module 3 to foster cri-
tical analysis. Through
Plato’s Myth of the
Cave, as told in Book VII
of The Republic, the
participants are encoura-
ged to analyse the text
and identify the impor-
tance of light and sha-

dows in the perception process, linking what is real
(the universe of light) and reality (universe of sha-
dows). This metaphor applied to TV content is useful
for understanding the importance of the work that
goes on behind the camera. Following this, the propo-
sal presented in Venezuela analyzed the level of criti-
cal reception in participants.

The blueprint for this training model was to recog-
nize the active role of children in the reception process
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Table 4. Critical reading of adverts.



through their reading practices and the media uses. In
this case, reception is considered to be a process invol-
ving family and school, and for this reason the school
was to be the meeting place for parents, caregivers,
teachers and children.

3. Outcomes and debate: children begin to be crit-
ical viewers

The implementation of the aforementioned indi-
cators in Venezuela and Spain made it possible to
assess critical reading levels in children in all the
workshops programmed. To this end, children’s attitu-
des are classified as sufficiently critical, moderately cri-
tical or uncritical, according to their responses. As an
example, the pre-test scores in one of the workshops
held in Venezuela were 25% sufficiently critical, 41%
moderately critical and 33% uncritical. Immediately
after this experiment, a post-test yielded a score of
50% for sufficiently critical and, more importantly, a
decrease in the uncritical category from 33% to 14%.

In the 55 workshops carried out in Colombia, 75%
of children, 30% of parents and 26% of teachers ack-
nowledged the educational role of TV while 90% of
teachers, 70% of parents, and only 19% of children
recognized TV’s role as information provider. TV as a
source of entertainment was acknowledged by 75% of
children, 84% of teachers and 56% of parents.
According to the results obtained in the pre-test, activi-
ties that indicated the lowest critical level correspon-
ded to the identification of previous work by the direc-
tors and scriptwriters, and the recognition of audiovi-
sual language and its intention (difficulties in identif-
ying the significance of certain shots or the sound-
track). Other aspects that pointed to low levels of cri-
tical reception were the failure to identify intention in

audiovisual docu-
ments in general
(even when given a
guided analysis of
the story and struc-
ture) and to discri-
minate between fic-
tion and reality in
TV series. In the ini-
tial analysis, no
more than 20% of
participants referred
to the audiovisual
language, music and
shots –without using
technical terms-,
whereas in the post-
test, participants

were able to develop the following activities without
difficulty:

• Identify and give a general outline of the story.
• Describe the characters: personality traits and

physical appearance.
• Identify similarities in settings, story and charac-

ters with their day-to-day lives.
• Participate in decisions that are part of the plot.
• Identify the message of the episode.
• Use audiovisual language (shots, sequences,

sound effects)
• Identify fiction and intention.
• Distinguish roles in audiovisual production

(director, scriptwriter)
• Distinguish fictional/non-fictional audiovisual

products and classify their favorite programs.
• Analyse the story structure: beginning, middle

and end.
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Table 5. Model of the critical reception program «Mirando cómo miramos».

Teaching guide. ‘Mirando cómo miramos. Proyecto de forma-
ción de recepción crítica’. 

Source: http://multiplicandomiradas.blogspot.com.



• Create an audiovisual pro-
posal regarding content and pro-
cessing.

4. Conclusions
The keys to assessing critical

reception levels in children can be
a valuable tool for those who
advocate the need to train new
generations in the critical use of
audiovisual media. Some organi-
zations already use the Internet to
publicize easily applicable strate-
gies for promoting critical reading
in children and adolescents, two of
which include ‘Music, Film, TV and the Internet. A
guide for Parents and Teachers’, edited by Childnet
Inter national (2010), and ‘Using Film in Schools, a
Practical Guide’, edited by Film: 21st Century Literacy.
These training publications enable young people to dis-
criminate when viewing audiovisual content and help
prepare them to become independent and critical citi-
zens. There are also a number of useful resources to
facilitate critical reception training processes, such as
the model presented by Hobbs* (2001), in which tea-
chers are shown how to adapt reading and critical
analysis processes through questions that prompt fur -
ther discussion (table 6).

The ideas put forward by De Abreu (2011:15)
have clarified Hobbs’ contribution and have proved
useful in workshops. According to De Abreu, most
media literacy programs are based on these five ques-
tions developed, among others, by the Center for
Media Literacy in Los Angeles (USA). In table 7, these
questions are linked to five key concepts.

It seems that a new projection of the media educa-
tion concept in relation to people is emerging in the
second decade of the 21st century. Technology, human
rights and democracy are increasingly linked to media
education, and media education is acquiring a wider
dimension and incorporating human values: the defen-
ce of individual autonomy based on critical thinking,
the freedom to query and the right to information, the
constructive value of openness and participative dialo-
gue, the promotion of creativity and innovation as

basic resource in troubleshooting, a communication
democracy that should promote political democracy
and the values of understanding and respect for cultu-
ral diversity and intercultural dialogue (Pérez Tornero
& Varis, 2010). «Teaching for communication means
teaching for critical thinking and for self-discovery (...).
It is positive to train citizens to be independent and
capable of expressing their ideas» (García Matilla,
2009: 40).

Although the media education debate has raged
for over 30 years, the role of audiovisual literacy in the
curriculum is still disputed; meanwhile urgent changes
are needed. We are living a multi-literacy age, defined
as «the acquisition and command of skills for a perso-
nal, social and cultural use of multiple tools and lan-
guages in society. Multi-literacy does not exclusively
refer to the skills needed to operate new technologies»
(Area, Gros & Marzal, 2008: 74). This underlines the
importance of the role to be played by teachers,
parents and media experts. Media education should
be promoted and implemented at school, and families
should be involved in the process. We are aware that
people attribute values to messages but ignore the
media dynamics, audiovisual language and intention
behind the content. Audiovisual literacy should be an
important part of any citizen’s education and the
media themselves should be the driving force behind
this education.

According to Aguaded (2009: 8), «the new Eu -
ropean framework, with the support of the European

Parliament and the
advance towards inter-
national assessment pro-
cesses in terms of digital
and audiovisual compe-
tences, are two land-
mark achievements».
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Children in a Telekids workshop in Venezuela (2010).

Table 6. Questions for critical reading in media education (Hobbs, 2011:150).



The involvement of the European Parliament is a con-
siderable boost to the implementation of media educa-
tion, and many studies now evaluate skills levels before
undertaking specific programs on audiovisual literacy,
such as ‘Com pe ten cia Mediática. Investi ga ción sobre
el grado de competencia de la ciudadanía en España’7
(Media competence. An investigation into citizens’
media skills in Spain). This study was carried out at 17
Spanish universities and has drawn attention to defi-
ciencies in the knowledge and skills necessary for vie-
wers to become critical consumers of media.

Support
The ‘Mirando cómo miramos’ project has been supported by the
Santiago of Cali University and the National TV Commission in
Colombia. The ‘Telekids’ project was initially supported by the
Council for Scientific, Human and Technological Development of
the Universidad de Los Andes and the Televisora Regional del
Táchira in Venezuela. In Spain, this project was supported by the
Department of Innovation, Science and Business of the Regional
Government of Andalusia.

Notes
1 This law was enacted in 2000 and reformed in 2007.
(http://fevensor1.ve.tripod.com/lopna.htm).
2 See the European Parliament Press Note on media literacy in the
digital environment, media literacy for parents and grandparents,
copyright and access to ICTs. (www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/get -
Doc.do?language=es&type=IM-PRESS&reference=2008 -
1216IPR44614) (28-10-11).
3 For further information about the teaching material, see Telekids,
a fun teaching strategy for audiovisual literacy.
(http://www.cntv.cl/prontus_cntv/site/artic/20110420/asocfile/201
10420144405/estrategia_l__dico_educativa__jacqueline_s__nchez
.pdf) (28-10-11).
4 This phase is part of the work developed by the co-author of this
article for her PhD thesis on Psychology in the Universidad del Nor -
te, Colombia.

5 See the Program Model
on Critical Reception ‘Mi -
rando cómo miramos’
(San doval Romero, 2007)
in «Comunicación y edu-
cación para la recepción
crítica: resultados de una
propuesta integradora».
Palabra Clave, 10, 2;
156-154.
6 See the Center for
Media Literacy (www. -
me dialit.org) for more in -
formation on media edu-
cation issues and im -
plementation in primary
education. (28-10-11).
7 Go to www.ite.educa-
cion.es/es/inicio/noticias-
de-interes/414-compe-
tencia-mediatic for more

information on the six dimensions in the analysis: language, techno-
logy, reception and interaction processes, production and dissemina-
tion, ideology, values, and aesthetics. (28-10-11).
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Table 7. Five basic concepts and key questions for consumers and producers regarding construction and
deconstruction of media messages6.
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ABSTRACT 
From their historical origins games have provided us with dramatic models of the fundamental activities of human-
kind, such as sowing and harvesting (mancala games), war (chess) and construction (puzzles). However, games
based on the same activity change significantly depending on the place and time they belong to, and therefore a com-
parative analysis between traditional games and videogames can give us a valuable and novel insight into the popular
culture of our times. What are the main distinctive features used to represent war in military strategy videogames
compared to those used in chess? What are the main differences between the most popular videoludic metaphors
of construction and traditional puzzles? The aim of this article is to explore questions like these by making a compa-
rative analysis of the underlying meanings of traditional games and popular videogames. The theoretical and metho-
dological framework is based on game history, game design theory and theory of videogame meaning. The findings
reveal elements that shed light on the nuances of meaning that distinguish traditional games from popular videogames
of the same genre, and show that the analysis model conceived for this study could be of interest for further research.
Finally, we reflect on the relationship between the underlying meanings of the videogames analyzed and certain dis-
tinctive aspects of contemporary culture.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
Desde su origen histórico, los juegos han planteado dramatizaciones sobre actividades fundamentales para la huma-
nidad, como la siembra y recolección agrícola (juegos de mancala), la guerra (ajedrez) o la construcción (puzzles),
pero los juegos más populares sobre un mismo tipo de actividad varían de forma significativa en función del lugar y
la época a la que pertenecen. En este sentido, el análisis comparado entre juegos tradicionales y videojuegos puede
aportarnos una mirada particular y valiosa para profundizar en nuestra comprensión sobre la cultura popular de
nuestro tiempo. ¿Qué rasgos distintivos presenta en los videojuegos de estrategia la dramatización de la guerra, en
comparación con el ajedrez?, ¿qué distingue a las principales metáforas videolúdicas sobre la actividad de construc-
ción de los puzzles tradicionales?... El objetivo de este artículo es abordar este tipo de cuestiones, a través de un aná-
lisis comparativo de la significación de juegos tradicionales y videojuegos populares. Los fundamentos teórico/meto-
dológicos del trabajo se encuentran en la Historia del Juego, la Teoría del Diseño de Juegos y la Teoría de la
Significación del Videojuego. Los resultados revelan elementos distintivos significativos entre los juegos tradicionales
y algunos de los videojuegos más populares, y permiten verificar el interés de un modelo de análisis concebido para
este estudio. Finalmente, en las conclusiones se reflexiona sobre la relación entre la significación de los videojuegos
analizados y aspectos distintivos de la cultura contemporánea. 
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1. Introduction
1.1. Approach

In the mid-1960s, football began to supersede
baseball as the most popular sport in the United States.
Marshall McLuhan reflected on this phenomenon in a
passage from «Understanding Media» (1964: 208-
212). According to McLuhan, the public’s change in
preference could be explained by a cultural shift. He
pointed out that baseball is a positional game played in
turns, and the players’ positions and functions follow a
clear hierarchy; thus, it is more in accordance with the
tastes of an industrial society. However, football is a
more decentralized and fluid game and the players
don’t play such fixed roles, which seems to be more in
line with contemporary society. McLuhan’s key idea in
this short reflection was that games are dramatic
models of fundamental questions in our psychological
life, and as such constitute cultural reflections or reac-
tions that are closely related to the society in which
they have arisen or the one in which they have beco-
me popular (McLuhan, 1964: 208-209) (Egenfeldt-
Nielsen, Heide-Smith & Tosca, 2008: 28-29). 

This idea of McLuhan’s is in tune with the pione-
ering anthropological and sociological theories about
games developed by Huizinga (1998) and Caillois
(2001); however, despite the valuable intuitions of
these researchers the study of popular games as expres-
sive phenomena with deep cultural roots did not start
to take shape until the consolidation of the videogame
industry in the 1990s in books such as «Video Kids:
making sense of Nintendo» (Provenzo, 1991) and
«Hamlet on the Holodeck» (Murray, 1997).

More recently, a theory of videogame meaning has
been gradually taking shape in doctoral theses and
research works such as those by Frasca (2001; 2003;
2007; 2009), Sicart (2003; 2009a; 2009b), Salen and
Zimmerman (2004), Maietti (2004; 2008), Bogost
(2006), Ruiz-Collantes (2009) and Pérez-Latorre
(2010), who have contributed various analysis tools for
exploring the relation between ludic structures (game
rules, strategic structures, gameplay dynamics) and the
discursive potential of videogames, keeping the focus
on the ludic dimension. This means taking the ludic
structures as the central elements of the videogame
language and leaving the narrative and audiovisual
aesthetics more in the background as non-specific
compositional layers of the videogame that are less dis-
tinctive of the medium.

Within this theoretical framework, the aim of this
article is to make a comparative analysis of the mea-
ning of traditional games and popular videogames.
The basic hypothesis that underlies this work proposes

taking up McLuhan’s intuitions once again: there are
deep relations between popular games and the culture
and era of which these form a part, which can be
revealed through an analysis of game meaning. 

1.2. Universal game mechanics
In this text we present four comparative analyses

of traditional games and videogames that represent the
same sort of reoccurring game activity, a «game
mechanic» in game design jargon. More specifically, a
central game mechanic («core mechanic») is an action
or combination of actions that the player (or the cha-
racter/player in the case of videogames) performs
repeatedly to provoke changes in the game state and
achieve goals (for an in-depth revision of the «game
mechanics» concept see Sicart, 2008).

Based on the work of game historians collected
and updated by Parlett (1999), it is possible to identify
four universal game mechanics in board games that
have survived throughout history and that have always
been present in games from different places and cultu-
res (Parlett, 1999: 8-9). These universal game mecha-
nics are: picking up/collecting; catching/hunting; confi-
guration; physical skill/racing.

Picking up and collecting is a game mechanic that
is represented in the traditional African family of games
called mancala (an ancestral representation of sowing
and harvesting), and also in games in which players
search for «treasure», following clues that have been
planted around the house or garden. Hunting and
capturing is the game mechanic of classic strategy
games such as chess and checkers, hide and seek, and
also marksmanship games such as some ball games,
slingshot and darts. Configuration is the game mecha-
nic characterized by puzzles, tangram, naughts and
crosses, solitaire, and «Connect four», as well as ridd-
les, because in this type of game players need to com-
bine (coordinate, configure) a series of clues in order
to discover the hidden information. Finally, physical
skill/racing is the game mechanic characteristic of
games of athletic skill, rhythm and physical ability, such
as hopscotch, skipping and sack races, as well as
board games that represent races through dice rolls,
such as backgammon and parcheesi.

These universal game mechanics can be conside-
red to correspond to certain fundamental activities for
the survival and development of humankind (Parlett,
1999: 8):

• Picking up and collecting corresponds to harves-
ting and stockpiling food and goods: looking for fruit,
harvesting crops, fishing, etc.

• Catching corresponds to hunting and war: hun-
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ting animals and confronting enemies, eliminating
them or being eliminated.

• Configuration corresponds to building and cons-
truction: inventing and putting together useful tools as
well as constructing houses or other types of buildings. 

• Physical skill/racing corresponds to agility: run-
ning, jumping, balancing, etc., which is also indispen-
sable for the survival and development of humankind.

In this research we will examine the most signifi-
cant contrasts between traditional games and certain
popular videogames in terms of the representation (in -
direct, implicit) of stockpiling food, hunting/fighting in
wars, building and physical exercise.

2. Method
The traditional games and

videogames compared in this
research all have a particularly
clear and relevant centrality in
one of the game mechanics
defined above. We chose
games that have remained
popular through the ages and
videogames with phenomenal
commercial success. The
games and videogames we
contrasted belong to the same
game genre (and have a parti-
cular «family air» in the terms of
Wittgenstein), for example
chess is compared with a mili-
tary strategy videogame and not
a «shooter» videogame. There fore:

• For the representation of stockpiling food we
compared the traditional mancala games with the vide-
ogames «Pac-Man» and «Katamari Damacy».

• For the representation of war we compared
chess with the videogame «StarCraft».

• For the representation of building we compared
traditional jigsaw puzzles with the videogame «Tetris».

• For the representation of athletic activity we
compared the game hopscotch with videogames from
the Wii game console.

To keep the comparative study consistent, we
applied the same analysis variables to all the games and
videogames considered. We used seven analysis
variables taken and adapted from the doctoral thesis
«Analysis of the Meaning of Videogames» (Pérez-
Latorre, 2010). According to this previous research, an
activity represented in a game or videogame acquires
certain nuances of meaning basically in function of the
following aspects:

1) Actions that make up the activity. The meaning
of the main activities in this study (stockpiling food,
hunting, warring, building, athletic skill) can vary subs-
tantially based on the (micro)actions that compose
them in the game or videogame. For example, depen-
ding on the game the activity of «stockpiling food»
could include different (micro)actions, such as cultiva-
ting, searching, fishing, stealing, etc.

2) Activity-function relations. The meaning of an
action or activity in the game depends greatly on the
function attached to it. Using a hammer has a very dif-
ferent meaning depending on whether it has the func-
tion/effect of «breaking glass» or that of «building a

house». In this sense, we can see that the same action
or activity can have different functions/effects in vide-
ogames compared to traditional games, and thus pro-
ject very different meanings.

3) Conditions for performing the action (in the
«real» plane). A game action or activity will also gain a
particular nuance of meaning depending on the main
conditions for success the player needs to comply with
in order to fulfill their functions in the game (we are
referring here to the player’s «real» actions and not
actions represented on the screen). For example, the
meaning of «hunting» in a game/videogame is very dif-
ferent depending on whether it requires the player to
use their analytical and reflective skills or their observa-
tional powers and reflexes.

4) Shifts in the game experience towards redun-
dancy versus variability. A game experience to obtain
a certain objective can be represented as the only way
(redundant) to reach that objective or as one possible
alternative in the game from among many others. This

In verifying the usefulness of the analysis model presented
here we have been able to show that the ludic structures
and processes have –similarly to the narrative and visual
composition structures– an authentic discursive potential,
and the only thing that sometimes stops us from deeply
appreciating the meaning level of games is that game science
is not as developed as the narration, staging and visual 
communication sciences. 



also projects certain shades of meaning onto the
action/activity in question, as we will see.

5) Opportunities and risks. The actions in strategy
(video)games in particular gain meaning in relation to
the combination of risks and opportunities associated
with them. For example, the offensive strategy in soc-
cer is associated with the opportunity to conquer
«enemy territory» but at the risk of leaving your own
«home» unprotected, and the inverse in the defensive
strategy.

6) Subject versus environment. A key facet of the
meaning of games is related to the dialectics between
«assimilation» and «accommodation» that Jean Piaget

established in his psychology of learning (see e.g.,
Piaget & Inhelder, 2007), which relates to the tensions
involved in finding the right balance between personal
will and adapting to the surrounding environment. For
example, the representation of «social life» in doll-
house games has a sweet, idyllic tone due to the high
level of control the player has over the development of
the game according to their personal wishes (assimila-
tion), which contrasts with the imperative need in
sport to adapt to outside circumstances (accommoda-
tion), such as rules that impose rigid limitations, the
presence of rival players, the need to compete, etc.

7) Field of action. Finally, the meaning of a certain
action/activity can also vary substantially depending on
the type of space where it is carried out: the shape of
the «game field».

The following are the most significant results
obtained from the research. Instead of describing how
the variables have been applied in each case analyzed,
we focus on those that are most relevant in each case;
those that shed most light on the essential distinguis-
hing aspects of the meaning of traditional games and
videogames.

3. Main analysis results
3.1. Representation of stockpiling food: Mancala
versus «Pac-Man» and «Katamari Damacy»

The seed sowing game or «mancala» is the most
popular traditional game in Africa and parts of the
Middle East and Asia (Southeast and Central Asia),
and there are historical records of this family of games
from the 6th and 7th centuries A.D. (Comas, 2005: 30).
The mancala game that is played most in Europe is
called «awalé». Symbolically it is a representation of
agricultural sowing and harvesting. The game is pla-
yed on a game board with two rows of pits. A certain
number of counters (seeds, pebbles, beans) are placed

in each pit. The players take
turns to «sow» the seeds by
moving seeds one at a time into
the following pits sequentially.
If the last seed in the move
lands in an opponent’s pit and
makes a total of two or three
seeds in that pit, this player can
pick them up and keep them:
they have harvested a crop.
The player’s goal is to harvest
as many seeds as possible.

In the world of videoga-
mes, one particular Japanese
company, Namco, has created
the two videogames that are

the clearest metaphors of stockpiling food: the popular
«Pac-Man» (1980) and the cult videogame «Katamari
Damacy» (1998). As we all know, the «Pac-Man»
videogame consists in the character/player moving
around a series of mazes trying to eat all the pac-dots
in each level and at the same time avoid the enemy
ghosts. «Katamari Damacy», on the other hand, the
extravagant successor of «Pac-Man» in contemporary
videogames, is a surreal «simulator» of a dung beetle:
the player controls what is initially a small ball, onto
which they need to progressively attach as many
objects as possible and make the ball grow to a certain
diameter as they move through everyday environments
such as houses, gardens, city streets, etc.

There is a fundamental difference in the meaning
of «awalé» and that of its main videoludic heirs in rela-
tion to the (micro)actions that make up the metaphoric
activity of stockpiling food. In awalé this activity is
represented as a process that extends from «sowing»
to «harvesting» the crop: after making some calcula-
tions, the player sows some seeds and then harvests
the crop. However, in «Pac-Man» and «Katamari
Damacy» stockpiling food is not represented as a pro-
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Games have always been telling us something interesting
about ourselves, about our world and our relationship with
it; the problem is, simply, that until very recently we haven’t
bothered much to listen to them. Now is the time to learn
the language in which games speak to us.



gressive organic development, but rather the opposite,
as the player only participates in the very last part of
this process: consuming. 

In addition, a characteristic of awalé is that the
seeds are continually passed from one player to the
other. However, in «Pac-Man» and «Katamari Da -
macy» the elements that the character/player harvests
belong to «others» or to «nobody», and there is no pro-
cess of exchange or alternation in the possession of
objects as occurs in awalé.

In awalé, making calculations is a fundamental
condition for success, as well as having a balanced
crop, since to be able to harvest a crop, the pit cannot
be empty or have only one seed, and nor can it be too
full (with more than three seeds). «Pac-Man» and
«Katamari Damacy» are also very different in this res-
pect. In both, speed takes the place of making calcula-
tions as the fundamental condition for success: Pac-
Man must skilfully race through the mazes to avoid
being trapped by the ghosts, and the protagonist of
«Katamari» has a certain time limit in each level for
their ball to reach the necessary size, a Sword of
Damocles that stamps a stressing rhythm onto the game
experience. Likewise, instead of the quantitative equi-
librium of awalé, the Namco videogames endorse
unlimited accumulation, whether it be pac-dots («Pac-
Man») or objects («Katamari»). Both videogames can
be considered popular culture symbols of compulsive
consumerism, reaching the level of surrealistic hyper-
bole in the case of «Katamari Damacy», in which the
player can end up trying to «consume» telephone
boxes, trucks and buildings.

The most significant contrast in the degree of
variability in the game experience is between awalé
and «Katamari Damacy». While awalé follows an
essentially redundant and ordered dynamic in which
the sequences of making calculations, sowing and har-
vesting are repeated in a similar, systematic way,
«Kata mari» is characterized by a gameplay that is un -
predictable, fluid and always surprising. This is becau-
se the objects the player can harvest in «Katamari»
(from hamburgers to dogs and ice creams to fire extin-
guishers) are randomly scattered in the game landsca-
pe, and there is no set path to follow to harvest them.
This harvesting style seems to evoke the contemporary
experience of our daily harvesting/consuming in the
digital era. With the almost unlimited capacity of our
digital «warehouses» and «shelves», who can resist
relaxing their selective criteria a bit in the harvesting
experience? In this sense, «Katamari Damacy» is to a
certain degree a fun ludic parody of the new style of
harvesting in the digital era.

Finally, if there is a similarity between the three
games it is the limited diversity of the types of actions
the character/player can perform: calculate, sow and
harvest, in one case, and move/race and take/consume
in the two videogames. However, while in awalé this
seems to transmit/foster a certain constancy and met-
hodical attitude, the general tone of the Namco vide-
ogames seems to express obsession and «monomania»,
evoking the idea of a consumer fever.

3.2. Representation of war: Chess versus
«StarCraft»

It is difficult to say something about chess that has
not been said before on innumerable occasions. It is
one of the great universal references of popular cultu-
re, and originated from the Indian 7th century game
Chaturanga. But maybe we can still discover somet-
hing more in the metaphoric identity of the game if we
compare it to one of its most popular successors in the
videogame world: the science fiction military strategy
videogame «StarCraft» (Blizzard, 1998), one of the
best-selling videogames for personal computers in his-
tory.

The game is set in the 26th century, when three
races from different planets fight for survival and
supremacy of the universe: the Terrans, humans exi-
led from the Earth, the Zerg, an insectoid race, and the
Protoss, a humanoid people with highly developed
technology and extraordinary psionic capacities.
Taking control of one of these races the player
attempts to reach different levels in the strategic game.

An essential condition for success in «StarCraft» is
the necessity for speed. «StarCraft» was one of the
videogames that popularized real-time strategy games,
in which the «noble» but also «rigid» image of war in
turns, characteristic of chess, disappears, and speed in
decision-making and taking action is almost as impor-
tant as the actual tactical/strategic plans.

The actions which constitute the war in chess
represent a face-to-face, direct and honorable battle
between two armies, which takes place in a kind of
idealized «bubble» in which no element that is external
or parallel to the battle is considered. Conversely, in
«StarCraft» the war becomes something more than a
battle: to be victorious it is essential to control and inte-
lligently exploit the deposits of the last remaining natu-
ral resources in the galaxy: «kristalis» minerals and
«vespene gas». 

Thus, the strategy in «StarCraft» is as much about
dominating and controlling the energy sources that
appear scattered on each game map as it is about the
battles. What appears to be simply a means to an end
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(controlling minerals and «vespene» gas) may actually
be the key purpose of the game. This typically video-
ludic characteristic of the strategic war game is not part
of chess, and clearly has interesting connections with
the contemporary world, in which control over energy
sources such as petroleum has become the cornersto-
ne for understanding the new wars.

In addition to the fight for domination over the
natural energy resources, «StarCraft» is also characte-
rized by other actions that go beyond the pure combat
moves of chess: spy tactics to obtain information and
the race to develop technology.

Chess is the paradigm of games of «perfect infor-
mation», in which all the information is available to all
the players in conditions of equality. In «StarCraft»,
however, this is very different: the player cannot bro-
aden their range of vision in the game field until they
have carried out explorations or launched spy ships to
try to gain information advantages over their rivals.
Thus, backstabbing becomes part of the game. This is
totally unlike the informative transparency of chess, in
which although the opponents obviously try to surprise
each other, their cards are always on the table.

In «StarCraft» there is also a race to develop tech-
nology, and it is crucial for success to upgrade buil-
dings and the soldiers’ equipment. 

Finally, the idealized equality in chess of the
potential of the opposing armies is completely subver-
ted in «StarCraft». In the Blizzard videogame, the pla-
yer who controls the most natural resource deposits
and who is able to exploit them most skilfully can build
a far more powerful army than their opponents.
Sometimes the battles in «StarCraft» have a clearly
foreseeable outcome: an army can be so powerful that
it can crush another army in a matter of seconds. On
these occasions strategic ability (in the battle) becomes
almost ridiculous. It does not matter how good an
army general the player is, they cannot even face their
enemies until they have understood that the war in
«StarCraft» is also, and most importantly, fought in
other areas, in the control of the energy sources, infor-
mation access and the race for technological evolution. 

The true war in «StarCraft» effectively takes place
before and away from the battlefield, in fact where it
is usually said that contemporary wars are fought.

3.3. Representation of building: jigsaw puzzles ver-
sus «Tetris»

Although people have played with jigsaw puzzles
since the beginning of the 20th century, they were first
manufactured in series when they began to be used
for educational purposes (to teach geography in British

schools) around 1962. More than twenty years later,
in 1985, the electronic game «Tetris», designed and
programmed by the Russian computer scientist Alexey
Pajitnov, revolutionized the concept of the jigsaw
puzzle in the collective imagination.

In their discursive projections, the traditional jig-
saw puzzle and «Tetris» differ from the very outset in
the first steps of the game: in jigsaw puzzles, the player
picks up the pieces that they want and begins fitting
them together without any pressure; the builder in
«Tetris», however, is in a non-stop world without
choices, as the pieces never stop falling in an incessant
rain from the top of the screen. The player cannot
choose which pieces they would prefer to fit into
place, the only alternative is to try to delay the inevita-
ble arrival of chaos as long as possible. 

Another vital difference between the two games
lies in the definition of the objective. For the jigsaw
puzzle, completing the one possible construction/ima -
ge means success, but in «Tetris» there is no one single
construction that is equivalent to victory and the pieces
do not form a predefined image. Therefore, there is a
clear contrast between the construction understood as
a great, unique work, in traditional puzzles, and the
construction understood as multiple works that inces-
santly and almost unavoidably supersede each other,
in «Tetris». This also represents a contrast between
the «romanticism» of the jigsaw puzzle and a certain
«tragic realism» of «Tetris», for which the jigsaw puzz-
le’s dream of a final perfect order is a utopia and the
player can only try to forestall chaos.

This divergence between «romanticism» and «tra-
gic realism» is accentuated by the fact that the person
doing a jigsaw controls the time factor, while in
«Tetris» the pieces fall faster and faster so that the pla-
yer must adapt quickly to the external condition of a
time limit. 

Unlike in jigsaw puzzles, constructing in «Tetris» is
not represented as an activity controlled by humankind
(the player), but rather as an unbridled force that
advances at its own will, a limit situation that can only
be alleviated briefly.

The main condition for success in «Tetris» is to
put off the arrival of chaos, and thus the player is cons-
tantly trying to slow down the growth of the construc-
tions before the highest point touches the top limit of
the screen, in which case the player would lose the
game. This suggests an ideal of sustainable growth.

Finally, the two games also differ in the role visual
perception plays as a condition for success. In jigsaw
puzzles detailed observation has an essential value;
however, in «Tetris» detailed vision is not relevant.
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The recognition of abstract structural patterns is what
commands the most attention in the player’s visual
experience in the videogame. This could be associated
with an underlying dialectic between a global vision
that is also abstract («Tetris») versus a local vision that
is closer to empirical reality (in jigsaw puzzles). 

3.4. Representation of athletic activity: Hopscotch
versus Wii

There are many traditional children’s games that
encourage physical exercise and the development of
skills without actually involving chasing and catching.
These are games of athletic, perceptive and rhythmic
skills such as sack races, skipping and hopscotch. 

If there is one videogame
design company that has been
interested in taking these types
of traditional games from the
street to inside our homes it is
Nintendo, specifically with the
Wii game console, with video-
games like «Wii Sports» (Nin -
tendo, 2006), «Wii Play» (Nin -
tendo, 2006) and «Mario Kart
Wii» (Nin tendo, 2008).

Evidently the change in
context, from outside to inside,
leads to a certain attenuation
of physical ability as the key
condition for success and an
accentuation of the player’s
perceptive agility and reflexes as metaphoric activities
of the physical effort of the character who represents
the player on the screen («avatar»).

However, the integration of physical activity into
videogames has allowed it to enter worlds full of varia-
bility and surprises and leave the everyday places
where traditional physical skill games are played: the
streets and parks. Thus, the games of the physical skill
mechanic have penetrated the territory of fantasy and
been released from «realism».

There are two emblematic characteristics in the
Wii videogame design that should be highlighted:
transparent learning and dynamic adjustment of the
difficulty. In the first case, learning the game rules is
made easier due to the player’s intuitive understanding
of how to handle the Wii Remote, an interface that
can be used very freely since it has movement sensors.
In the second case, a game-difficulty design model
automatically moulds the level of difficulty to the pla-
yer based on the ability they show (Salen & Zimmer -
man, 2004: 222-223). These two Wii design charac-

teristics together evoke an idealized and to a certain
degree pleasurable/hedonist representation of physi-
cal/athletic exercise. Clearly, children playing traditio-
nal games, like hopscotch, sack races and skateboar-
ding, have to adapt to the inflexible rules, the unchan-
geable characteristics of the game field and inevitable
rivalries without depending on an automatic adjust-
ment of the level of difficulty or other such design ele-
ments. 

Finally, we need to add that the popular physical/ -
perceptive skill games of the Wii console are strongly
promoted to be played in groups, together with the
whole family or with friends, through a marketing line
called «party games» (e.g., «Mario Party 8», Hudson,

2007). As these games are designed to be played with
others, playing alone is moved to the background in
favor of a more festive feel for the physical skill game
mechanic.

4. Final considerations (Discussion)
It is perhaps not strange to observe that contempo-

rary culture, essentially Western society, is characteri-
zed by distinctive traits such as compulsive buying,
amassing wealth, completing tasks very quickly, stress,
fluidity over rigid orders, prioritizing results over the
process, conflicts for the control of the world’s energy
sources, formidable technological development, the
key importance of information and access to it, the
multiplication of buildings and out-of-control urban
growth, the problem of sustainable environmental
management, a «global» but also more «abstract»
vision of reality, and a sedentary lifestyle.

What could seem surprising, however, is the extent
to which these values are represented in the most popu-
lar videogames of our times, and in fact constitute their
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main distinctive characteristics in comparison to their
game ancestors: board games and street games.

We will conclude this study with two key consi-
derations:

First, we have seen that what is behind some of
the fundamental trends in game design are the social
and cultural characteristics of the era. Therefore, in
line with what McLuhan stated for his time, games
and videogames can and should be analyzed as dra-
matic models of essential aspects of our lives, deeply
rooted in the culture they form a part of.

Second, in verifying the usefulness of the analysis
model presented here we have been able to show that
the ludic structures and processes have –similarly to
the narrative and visual composition structures– an
authentic discursive potential, and the only thing that
sometimes stops us from deeply appreciating the mea-
ning level of games is that game science is not as deve-
loped as the narration, staging and visual communica-
tion sciences. Games have always been telling us
something interesting about ourselves, about our
world and our relationship with it; the problem is,
simply, that until very recently we haven’t bothered
much to listen to them. Now is the time to learn the
language in which games speak to us.
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ABSTRACT 
This paper examines the academic use made of the social networks by university students through a survey conduc-
ted among a representative sample of students at Universidad de Málaga (Spain) (n=938) and two discussion
groups. Given that network consumption has profoundly penetrated the daily routines of the students, the vast com-
munication possibilities of these channels could be considered for educational use in the future despite a predomi-
nance of entertainment-related use. We discuss the most suitable networks for academic use, which type of activities
may be most widely accepted among the students and which social networking tools could be most useful for aca-
demic purposes. The results indicate that consumption of social networks in the student population surveyed is very
high. In addition, the students show a favourable attitude to lecturers using social networks as an academic resource.
However, the frequency of use of such networks for academic activities was rather low and, on average, the most
frequently used academic activities are those initiated by the students themselves, such as answering queries among
peers or doing coursework. The perceived low academic support on social networks may mean that lecturers take
only limited advantage of their potential. 

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
El uso académico que hacen los universitarios de las redes sociales es el estudio que se presenta a partir de una
encuesta administrada a una muestra representativa de estudiantes de la Universidad de Málaga (n=938) y dos gru-
pos de discusión. Dado que el consumo de redes se ha implantado profundamente en las rutinas diarias de los estu-
diantes, las vastas posibilidades comunicativas de estos canales podrían considerarse para sacar provecho educativo
en el futuro, a pesar del predominio del uso dirigido al entretenimiento. Se discuten cuáles son las redes más ade-
cuadas para su uso académico, qué tipo de actividades pueden tener mejor acogida entre los estudiantes y qué herra-
mientas de las redes sociales podrían ser más útiles para propósitos académicos. Los resultados indican que el con-
sumo de redes sociales de la población estudiada es muy alto. Así mismo, los estudiantes presentan una actitud favo-
rable a que los docentes utilicen las redes como recurso educativo. Sin embargo, la frecuencia con la que los estu-
diantes dan un uso académico a las redes es más bien escasa y, en promedio, las actividades académicas con fre-
cuencia de uso más elevada son aquellas que parten de la iniciativa de los propios estudiantes, como la solución de
dudas inter pares o la realización de trabajos de clase. Del escaso apoyo académico percibido en las redes por los
estudiantes, se deduce un limitado aprovechamiento por parte de los docentes.
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1. Introduction
Universities are facing classfuls of digitally native

students who are demanding a new kind of teaching.
They have been brought up under the influence of
audiovisuals and the web. The new technological
tools (social networks, blogs, video platforms, etc)
have given them the power to share, create, inform
and communicate and have become an essential ele-
ment in their lives.

All the applications or social media to have emer-
ged from the Web 2.0 entail active participation by
the users, who have become both producers and reci-
pients. Particularly worthy of note are the social net-
works, which have become a true mass phenomenon
(Flores, 2009). In fact in Spain, as shown by the Social
Networks Observatory (January 2011), «The Cocktail
Analysis», 85% of web surfers are users, with two acti-
ve accounts per user on average.

Social networks have gone universal. Young peo-
ple have fully incorporated them into their lives. They
have become the ideal space in which to exchange
information and knowledge in a swift, simple and con-
venient way. Teachers may be able to take advantage
of this situation and of the students’ predisposition to
using social networks to incorporate them into their
teaching. «The use of social networks, blogs, video
applications implies (…) taking information and educa-
tion to the places that students associate with enter-
tainment, and where they may approach them with
fewer prejudices » (Alonso & Muñoz de Luna, 2010:
350). Thus, De la Torre (2009) points out that it is no
longer a waste of time for young people to browse the
internet or to use social networks, as they are assimila-
ting technological and communications competences
that are crucial in the contemporary world. This
means that, together with a merely social use, as a
space and a route for communication, information and
entertainment, networks possess vast potential for the
educational sphere, and evidence is emerging that stu-
dents are favourably disposed towards the academic
use of social networks (e.g.: Espuny, González, Lleixà
& al., 2011).

In the juncture of the European Higher Education
Area (EHEA), the social media in general and the
social networks in particular provide several ways for
addressing the challenges of higher education, both
from the technical and the educational point of view.
In fact some of their inherent characteristics, such as
collaboration, free dissemination of information or
generation of own content for the construction of
knowledge have been applied on an immediate basis
to the educational field (De Haro, 2010). This means

that the student develops some of the competences
highlighted by the EHEA: personal (self-learning and
critical thought, recognition of diversity); instrumental
(visual culture, computer skills); or systematic (rese-
arch potential or case-based learning) (Alonso & Ló -
pez, 2008).

The networks permit and favour the publication
and sharing of information; self-learning; teamwork;
communication, both between students and between
pupil-teacher; feedback; access to other sources of
information that support or even facilitate constructivist
learning and collaborative learning; and contact with
experts. As a whole, all of these applications and
resources make learning more interactive and signifi-
cant and above all allow it to develop in a more dyna-
mic environment (Imbernón, Silva & Guzmán, 2011). 

This is why its use and familiarisation can be very
helpful both in the learning phase and for the student’s
professional future, given that the vast majority of busi-
nesses are already employing such applications in the
performance of their functions.

2. Material and methods
The objective of our research is to describe the

academic use that college students make of commer-
cial social networks. We employed a methodological
design that combines qualitative and quantitative tech-
niques. The weight of the quantitative part was grea-
ter, as we sought to extrapolate the results to the sur-
veyed population as a whole. The essential method in
this work was a descriptive survey of a sociological
nature.

The surveyed population was constituted by
undergraduate and graduate students registered at
Universidad de Málaga (UMA). The population size
was set at 32,464 students, according to the figures
provided by the latest available official statistics publis-
hed (SCI, 2010). 

The population is spread over five branches of
learning. Each branch is divided into degrees and
undergraduate and graduate studies. According to the
statistics, the proportion in each branch of learning and
in each cycle with regard to the population total is the
following: undergraduate students, 69.91% and gra-
duate students, 30.09%; Law and Business Science,
58.70% of the total of individuals; Technical, 22.57%;
Humanities, 7.33%; Health Sciences, 5.79%, and
Experimental Sciences, 5.61%.

Sampling of a probabilistic type by conglomerates
was used, corresponding to the five branches of lear-
ning (e.g.: Experimental Sciences, Health Sciences,
Humanities, Technical and Law and Business
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Science) for each cycle. The choice of degree holder
to be interviewed in each conglomerate was made in
a simple random way based on the use of a computer
program. The population structure was preserved by
setting the quota of the cycle and branches of learning,
then calculating the proportional number of surveys to
be conducted according to the relative weight of the
quota in the population structure. The size of the sam-
ple set for the study was 1033 students for a confiden-
ce level of 95% and a confidence interval of +/-3%. 

A specific questionnaire was designed for the rese-
arch. We adapted to the research objectives some
questions from other question-
naires that had been reviewed
in existing scientific literature
(AIMC, 2011; Caballar, 2011;
Valenzuela, Park & Kee, 2009;
Ledbetter, Mazer & al., 2010;
Ellison, Steinfield & Lampe,
2007; Monge & Olabarri,
2011) and new questions
emerging from two discussion
groups were drafted. 

The objectives of the
groups were to explore the field
and extract qualitative informa-
tion. A convenience criterion
was applied to the selection of
participants (Journalism and
Advertising and Public Rela -
tions students). The size of the
groups was seven and ten par-
ticipants. The interview lasted
no more than an hour and a half. A themed script was
used for moderating, which in the first half of the ses-
sions gave little direction to allow the discourses to
emerge naturally, with more direction given in the
second half in order to clarify specific issues on the
content of the questionnaire. The audio of the sessions
was recorded and then transcribed, coded and analy-
sed.

The questionnaire was later redrafted and an
exploratory pilot study was conducted. All the ques-
tions except for one were closed. Likert-type, five-
point self-applied scales were employed (e.g.: scales of
quantity, frequency or degree of accord), which pro-
vided averages and deviations. In addition, dichotomic
multiple-answer questions were also used as well as
questions with category-type answers. The questions
explored the frequency with which the networks are
used for different academic-type activities in a normal
week (e.g.: doing coursework), the degree of acade-

mic support perceived in the networks, the monitoring
of the university through the networks, the academic
relationship between students and teachers through
them, or the students’ assessment of the possibility that
teachers would use them as a teaching resource in
detriment of the virtual campus. In addition to these,
the questionnaire obtained other socio-demographic
data and data on consumer habits and general uses
that shall not be given an in-depth treatment in this
paper.

The fieldwork was performed during the second
week of April 2011. The group of survey takers was

constituted by 21 research volunteers who gleaned
specific information on how to administer the surveys
and assist with any doubts among the respondents.
The data obtained through the survey generated a
database that was analysed with the scientific software
PASW Statistics v.18. After reviewing and refining the
data matrix, the classic resources of descriptive statis-
tics were used, such as summary statistics, frequency
tables and graphics. 

3. Results
After discarding erroneous and incomplete sur-

veys, the final size of the sample was 938 students.
The distribution of respondents by learning area was
as follows: Social Sciences and Law, 60%; Technical,
25.4%; Health Sciences, 6.6%; Experimental
Sciences, 4.3%, and Humanities, 3.7%. Moreover,
68.01% of respondents were undergraduate students
and 31.9% graduate students. 54.8% of respondents
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were women against 45.2% of men. And the average
age was 21.62 years (SD=3.878).

Before describing the specific results on the acade-
mic use of social networks, we must briefly highlight
some of the data referring to their consumption. The
use of social networks is widely extended among the
university population. 91.2% of respondents admitted
using a social network. The data and percentages that
we henceforth recount have therefore been calculated
according to this base (n=855) of network users. 

On average, respondents use 2.25 networks
(SD=1.19). From among them, the one used by the
highest percentage is Tuenti (89%), followed by Face -
book (74.9%) and Twitter (25.5%). Other networks
do not in themselves attract more than 7% of respon-
dents (e.g.: MySpace, Fotolog, LinkedIn, Hi5, Xing,
Flickr). The use of networks among university stu-
dents has become a quotidian activity that forms part
of their daily lives. The majority connects to the net-
works several times a day (53%), with the most intense
consumption occurring between 19.00 and 00.00
hours. Furthermore, on average they agree that «the
use of social networks forms part of their habitual
tasks» (M=3.43. SD=1.301) (Likert scale of 1 com-
pletely disagree to 5 completely agree). 

On average, respondents spend a fair amount of
time connected to the networks from their homes
(M=4.21. SD=0.944) (scale of 1 not at all to 5 a great
deal), and while they connect fairly little while in colle-
ge (M=2.29. SD=1.082), it takes second place in
connection time. Asked for the reason why they use
the networks, respondents most often answered «to
keep up with what is happening in my social environ-
ment» (75% of respondents), «for entertainment»
(61.8%) and «to study» (24.7%). In addition, college
students are experienced users of networks, as almost
all respondents (97.3%) have been parti-
cipating in them for more than a year.

The students were asked about the
amount of time they dedicate to the use
of the different tools provided by the net-
works (Likert scale of 1 not at all to 5 a
great deal). Private messages are the
most widely used tool, with photos and
chats also being habitually used. In con-
trast, the averages for the rest of the tools
point to fairly limited use (table 1). 

Within a single space, networks
allow you to perform multiple activities.
From among the possible ones, those to
which students dedicate the most time
are: «arranging to meet up with my

group of friends» (M=3.75. SD= 1.198); «finding out
what is happening in my group of friends» (M=3.48.
SD=1.102); «commenting on photos/videos» (M=
3.17. SD=1.178); and «sharing information, files,
photos, documents» (M=3.09. SD=1.212) (table 2).
These data confirm the conclusions of the report «The
Information Society in Spain 2010», which reports that
while penetration of networks is increasing (from
28.7% in 2009 to 50% in 2010) and its use as a form
of communication is growing (from 2% in 2008 to 13%
in 2010), there is a decrease in the use of text messa-
ges (with a drop in invoicing of 19.3% between 2009
and 2010), in landline telephony (8.3% less than in
2009), in mobile telephony (4.1%) and email (from
91% in 2009 to 88.6% in 2010). 

3.1. Academic use of social networks
The principal objective of our research was to

learn about the academic use of social networks that
students make. First, we asked ourselves whether the
networks were just a new distraction from university
studies. The majority of respondents indicates that
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Table 1. Amount of time dedicated to each tool 
(Scale of 1 not at all to 5 a great deal).

Table 2. Time dedicated to different activities on social networks 
(Scale of 1 not at all to 5 a great deal).



time has been taken from other activities to dedicate it
to the networks. More than half of students dedicate
less time to «watching television» and to «doing not-
hing». Social networks are therefore taking up leisure
time. However, activities with an academic profile
such as «studying» and «reading» were also pinpointed
by a relevant percentage of respondents (table 3).

We specifically asked for the academic activities
they performed through the social networks. None of
the academic activities suggested has attained the ave-
rage of three on a five-point scale, with 5 being very
frequently. This means that on average they are infre-
quently performed. To resolve queries about a sub-
ject, whether in the day-to-day or at exam time; to
remain apprised of the pace of the class; and to per-
form group tasks are on average the activities most fre-
quently performed, though the averages indicate that
the tasks are not very frequent. The less habitual ones
encourage communication with experts and teachers.
These are activities that hardly ever take place (table
4). 

When consul-
ted about the aca-
demic support they
find on social net-
works, students on
average tend to
disagree (Likert
Scale from 1
strongly disagree to
5 strongly agree)
with whether they
can find people on
the networks who
will help them to

resolve subject-related queries relating to subjects
(M=2.75. SD=1.249) or to exams (M=2.61. SD=
1.266); find people with whom to share and do cour-
sework (M=2.71. SD=1.258) or who will provide
them with useful materials for studying (M=2.63.
SD=1.249); and to consult general problems relating
to their studies (registration, grants, accommodation,
etc) (M=2.66. SD=1.258). We can therefore dedu-
ce from the answers that students do not perceive that
there is any academic support from other people on
the networks. Perhaps this indicates that the activities
are always initiated by the students and rarely at the
indication of the teacher. Proof of this is that there are
very few students who have included one of their uni-
versity lecturers among their network contacts: only
17.5%, against 82.5% who have not done so. And
there are even fewer who follow a teacher on
Twitter; only 8%. 

The survey data indicated that an important per-
centage of students (42.6%) had included among their
contacts the institutional profile of Universidad de
Málaga, something that points to their interest in their
studies. 

However, in order to examine more in depth the
expectations of the didactic use made of the networks,
we asked the students about the possibility of creating
subject groups on one of the social networks. The
results are clearly striking, particularly because more
than half welcomed it. Generally, those who do not or
who are indifferent extend this attitude (as we could
see in the qualitative analysis) to the use of the ICTs in
general. They are known as pessimistic or anti-ICT
students (Gutiérrez, Palacios & Torrego, 2010) (table
5). Given the possibility of using a social network in
replacement of the university’s virtual campus, the per-
centages are fairly even, although those who think it is
positive visibly stand out (39.8%). 20.4%, in turn, view
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Table 3. Activities to which you dedicate less time since you
use social networks (Multiple answer).

Table 4. Weekly frequency of social network use for different academic activities.



it as negative; 27.9% neither positive nor negative, and
11.9% don’t know. 

4. Discussion and conclusions
Basing upon the data obtained, we find ourselves

with a paradox. On one hand, university students
make intensive use of social networks, which form part
of their lives and their everyday tasks – they are prac-
tically «connected» all day long. On the other, the aca-
demic application and use they make of social net-
works is scarce, given that the frequency with which
they performed all the academic activities surveyed
was low according to their scores. Furthermore, the
vast majority of students did not have a teacher among
their contacts on the networks, nor did they follow
them on Twitter. And perceived academic support on
the networks was rather scant.

It is likely that the reason for the limited academic
use of social networks that students make is, above all,
that both the teaching staff and the institutions give it
very little importance. Our research has disclosed that
the use of networks for academic activities almost
always occurred at the initiative of the students and
almost never at the initiative of the lecturer, as we
were able to substantiate in the discussion groups.
Among the reasons that might justify this situation, we
can resort to Gutiérrez, Palacio & Torrego (2010),
who point out that educational innovation occurs at a
slower rate than that at which society evolves and is
consequently slower than the rate of technological
innovation. The possibilities for interpersonal commu-
nication and collaboration afforded by the networks
are thus barely made use of in formal education,
where educational value is given to interpersonal rela-
tions. In this line, Richmond, Rochefort & Hitch
(2011) highlight the limited impact that the networks
have on current formal teaching. We deduce from this
that formal traditional learning is still very deep-rooted
in universities, where communication is always unidi-
rectional (teacher-pupil) and where the student finds it
more difficult to participate and feel integrated. The

generational gap between students (digital natives) and
teachers (digital immigrants) makes it imperative for
teachers to acquire training and skills in the use and
handling of such tools and to adapt to these new envi-
ronments. Teachers must become acquainted with,
select, create and utilise teaching intervention strate-
gies within the context of the ICTs and within EHEA
(Area, 2006; Ruzo & Rodeiro, 2006). That is to say,
teaching planning cannot ignore the active and social
use of the social networks (Duart, 2009).

In our study, students displayed a positive attitude
to using social networks with educational purposes. In
fact, among the principal reasons for «study» use, it
occupies third place; in addition, the majority of stu-
dents (59.9%) believes it is positive to create subject
groups in one of the social networks; and 39.8%
would replace the virtual campus as an educational
platform with the social networks. These same positi-
ve attitude trends stand out in the above-mentioned
study by Espuny, González, Lleixà & al. (2011),
where the students did not display a negative attitude
towards the educational use of the social networks. 

Despite the potentiality of the social networks in
the academic sphere, it cannot go unnoticed that
«studying» is the third activity from which time was
taken in benefit of the social networks, a trend that
must be reversed to make educational use of the
amount of time they spend on the networks. Once
again this leads us to the idea that teachers have an
important role to play in fostering the students’ acade-
mic use and participation. From the lecture room, the
lecturer can motivate students’ interest. This is why he
or she has to convey that this is a tool to support class-
room work and that the content they generate and
devote to it forms part of their learning, in addition to
fostering active participation and cohesion as a group
(Castañeda, 2010).

When a lecturer does decide to use social net-
works in his or her teaching, he or she has to choose
one from among the wide range available on the inter-
net. According to the data, we can discuss which com-
mercial networks are the ones that best adapt to the
educational sphere, not only for their suitability for tea-
ching practice but also for the greater and skilled use
that students make of them, their ease of use and the
fact that they are open websites with a low technolo-
gical profile. In keeping with this reasoning, according
to the data of our study – similar to those of other con-
temporary studies (Tapia, Gómez, Herranz de la Casa
& al., 2010 – the ideal networks would be Tuenti,
Facebook and, to a lesser extend owing to its reduced
penetration, Twitter. Nevertheless, we opt for

136

© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 131-138

C
om

un
ic

ar
, 3

8,
 X

IX
, 2

01
2

Table 5. Rating the possibility of creating a subject group on a
social network.



Facebook owing to its greater possibilities in regard to
applications (fora, chat, texts, videos, etc) and content
creation (production of pages). The first strategy of
any teacher could consist of creating a group on Face -
book with the actual name of the subject, an action
that would be given a favourable reception by almost
two thirds of the students, according to the survey
data1.

Even while knowing that the didactic or educatio-
nal uses of the social networks are not the ones that
attract the greatest attention among university student
respondents, we have still been able to pinpoint seve-
ral teaching activities perfor-
med on these networks: resol-
ving queries, keeping abreast
of what is happening in the
classroom, group work and
sharing information. That is to
say, all of them are issues that
can be summed up in one
main idea: creation and ex -
change of knowledge. These
activities are always underta-
ken among fellow students,
among the group of peers.
They occur at the students’
own initiative and in an infor-
mal and spontaneous manner.
Teachers could therefore rein-
force them as well as offering
the students new optics and
formulas to make more acade-
mic use of the networks.

According to the assertions
of the participants in the dis-
cussion groups, using the social networks for such tasks
does not entail any additional effort; on the contrary,
they discover multiple advantages in them when it
comes to sharing information, getting projects done,
interacting among them and with lecturers. Such atti-
tudes match the results of other studies (Es puny,
González, Lleixà & al., 2011), where students consi-
dered that the social networks were especially profita-
ble from the educational point of view.

The academic-type activities that were most often
performed in the sample were directly linked to the
new active and participative methodologies advocated
by the EHEA, that is to say, the exchange and deve-
lopment of knowledge among reduced groups of
peers. The introduction of these «well-conceived»
acti vities into the lecture room could entail a change in
the educational culture; breach the limitation of space

and time; expedite collaborative work; foster ongoing
learning; increase student motivation; foster coopera-
tion, collaboration and cohesion within the group; fos-
ter self-learning, responsibility and independence; fos-
ter dialogue and communication between students,
between students and teachers and between students
and experts; foster critical thought; share and improve
collective personal knowledge; reduce costs, effort
and time; optimise the way the work is performed;
facilitate the exchange of information;  provide up-to-
date and accessible information; provide a collaborati-
ve documentation system based on a self-publishing

mechanism; increase freedom in the way the work is
organised; and facilitate access to experts.

In short, we cannot rule out the academic use of
social networks in the future, given the degree to
which it forms part of the daily routine of university
students. Despite a predominance in entertainment-
centric use, the positive attitude of the students and the
vast communicational possibilities of these channels
also enable the didactic use of the social networks so
long as the teachers suitably plan and manage these
resources. We thus coincide with Castañeda (2010)
in that while the educational potential of the social net-
works is huge, the challenge will consist in awakening
the interest of the institutions, teachers and students to
integrate them as basic teaching tools. 

Given that we have found evidence of the stu-
dents’ positive attitude and of a low –though existing–
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Despite a predominance in entertainment-centric use, the
positive attitude of the students and the vast 
communicational possibilities of these channels also enable
the didactic use of the social networks so long as the 
teachers suitably plan and manage these resources. We thus
coincide with Castañeda (2010) in that while the 
educational potential of the social networks is huge, the 
challenge will consist in awakening the interest of the 
institutions, teachers and students to integrate them as 
basic teaching tools. 



use of the networks for academic purposes, future stu-
dies might bring their attention to bear on several rese-
arch questions such as the following: what are the atti-
tudes of the teaching staff to the idea of incorporating
social networks into their teaching practices? What
use are teachers giving to the networks? Specifically
which type of activities? With which educational pur-
poses? How do they assess them? And, of course, and
in our view the most relevant one: does the use of
social networks in teaching really imply a significant
increase in student learning? 

Notes
1 During the 2011/12 academic year a pilot experience in this line
will be undertaken in the subject of General Structure of the Media
System in the Journalism degree, imparted at Universidad de Mála -
ga.
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ABSTRACT 
The objective of the present study is to highlight the importance of online newspapers in the formation of public opi-
nion, by discovering whether they promote positive or negative attitudes towards immigration or contribute to incre-
asing awareness about the impact of the digital press in educational and developmental terms. With this in mind,
we carried out a comparative study of the digital versions of the two widest selling, broad-based daily newspapers
in Spain: el mundo.es and el pais.com. We used the same methodology as that used in Comparative Education,
analyzing the content of articles published between January 2009 and June 2010. Although there are many simila-
rities between the two newspapers and both coincide in supporting the process of integrating immigrants into
Spanish society, they differ in the strategies to be followed for achieving the sought-after goal of peaceful coexistence
between migrants and the host community. «El Mundo» tends to favour adopting strategies that encourage immi-
grants to adapt to the established norms and guidelines of the host society; in the articles of «El País», on the other
hand, the requirement for them to adapt is not regarded as necessary. However, the various ideological lines expres-
sed in the articles that we analyzed enable us to draw the conclusion that they do not coincide to a significant degree
with the editorial line of the newspaper publishing them.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
El objetivo del presente estudio consiste en poner de relieve la importancia de la prensa digital en la formación de
opinión que tienen los ciudadanos, detectando si fomenta actitudes positivas o negativas en torno al hecho migratorio
y coadyuvando a una mayor toma de conciencia sobre la incidencia educativa y formativa de la misma. Con esta
pretensión se ha realizado un estudio comparado de las ediciones digitales de los dos diarios generalistas de pago
con mayor tirada en España (elmundo.es y elpais.com), utilizando la metodología propia de la Educación Com pa -
rada y el análisis de contenido de los artículos publicados entre enero de 2009 y junio de 2010. Aunque son nume-
rosas las similitudes halladas entre ambos diarios y coinciden en su apoyo al proceso de integración de los inmigrantes
en la sociedad española, difieren en las estrategias a seguir para alcanzar la deseada convivencia. «El Mundo» se
muestra más bien partidario de la adopción de estrategias que pasen por una adaptación de éstos a las normas y pau-
tas establecidas en la sociedad de llegada. Mientras que en los artículos de «El País», esta adaptación no se contempla
como un requisito imprescindible. Sin embargo, las diversas líneas ideológicas puestas de manifiesto en los artículos
analizados nos permite inferir que no muestran un significativo grado de coincidencia con la línea ideológica del dia-
rio que los publica.
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1. Introduction
Nowadays, the importance and impact of informal

education are beyond all doubt; it could equally well
be called diffuse action since its aim and intention is
not just didactic, even though this is an unexpected
consequence. Since it arises without its aim or inten-
tion being simply didactic, even if its consequences
are. Its magnitude and potential are such that it deser-
ves proper study and appraisal. Once we become
aware of its possibilities and drawbacks, it could be
used beyond the narrow confines of school systems as
a complementary support medium, in conjunction
with other forms of education, to help shape a more
just and equitable society, and thereby move beyond
the reductionism inherent in traditional school systems
that are overly focused on education of a merely
mechanical nature. 

The transmission of values, the formation of opi-
nions and the dissemination of attitudes and interests
through the press and other mass media go beyond the
informative role, and even the formative potential of
school institutions. Carpenter and McLuhan had alre-
ady drawn attention to the sheer quantity of the infor-
mation flow from the mass media which has cracked
open the very walls of the classroom: «today we are
beginning to notice that the new media are not simply
mechanical gimmicks for creating worlds of illusion,
but new languages with new and unique powers of
expression» (Carpenter & McLuhan, 1974: 236). If
many people concurred with this pronouncement in
the Sixties when the mass media were far less develo-
ped, the statement can only be reiterated with greater
force now that the so-called knowledge society is at its
height. 

In fact, without wishing to pursue the matter of the
well-known gulf between «school system» and «edu-
cation system» too far, we do want to draw attention
to the increasing significance of the huge number of
educational factors that do not feature in school sys-
tems or the education that everyone –whatever the
generation, young or old– receives. Among these fac-
tors, the mass media occupy a prime position and they
have acquired such a dominant role that they occasio-
nally expose the fallacy of the schools’ alleged mono-
poly of education. In the words of Garcia Galindo
(1999: 10): «In recent years, «Educommunication»
has arisen as a new scientific space, not just the place
where education and communication intersect… but
increasingly perceived as a distinct space altogether,
detached from its common trunks, and concerned
with the transfer of information and knowledge». 

In recent decades, the societies of Western

Europe, in general, and Spanish society, in particular,
have become increasingly multicultural in character.
As countries receiving immigrants, they have been
adopting significant measures to improve the integra-
tion of immigrant populations. The Lisbon Treaty,
which came into force on December 1, 2009, reinfor-
ced the European Union’s commitment to design a
common immigration policy, stating specifically that it
would promote appropriate measures in the matter of
immigration and «respect its rich cultural and linguistic
diversity (…)» (Official Journal of the European
Union, 2010: 17). Despite this common policy, each
country is developing its own strategies, causing a pro-
liferation of different measures of a national, state,
regional and local flavor. There is nevertheless one
general common denominator: hardly any thought has
been given to the adoption of measures aimed at the
receiving population, among whom the foreign citi-
zens have to live. And it is precisely in this regard that
the formative action of the press takes on such great
importance. 

Combining immigrant cultures with the host
country’s is not always easy, particularly in those
aspects considered to be fundamental. Strategies must
be devised and promoted to overcome the possible
isolation of foreign groups and cultures, since that
would be undesirable. At the same time, we should
not be so naïve as to overlook the fact that every cul-
ture is going to ensure that it retains its own identity. 

Inevitably, the role of the mass media in construc-
ting ways of thinking about immigrants and the migra-
tory phenomenon is a key element in creating and sha-
ping the mindsets, attitudes and opinions of the recei-
ving population, and helping or hindering the integra-
tion of foreign groups. For the vast majority of Spanish
citizens, once they have left school, their main source
of information is the media, especially the press. The
education that every individual receives plays a funda-
mental role in his development as a person, his con-
cept of society and his relationship with others. Today
the idea of lifelong learning is more relevant than ever;
indeed, the education that we all acquire throughout
our lives has a direct impact on the way we conceive
of the «other», of those who are «different». The
media play a significant role in the citizen’s education,
particularly now that they are so influential. Further -
more, since most digital press is free and easy to
access, its influence, while already great, continues to
grow. 

From April 1, 1995, when the daily newspaper
Avui unveiled its digital version, the Spanish press
struck out in a new direction. Printed newspapers,



along with others offering an online edition only –pio-
neered by «La Estrella Digital» [The Online Star]– gra-
dually swelled their numbers. On the threshold of the
twenty-first century and at the height of the crisis in the
sector, there was a surge in the growth of digital news-
papers, at the same time as business strategies were
being redefined in search of the best returns possible
from digital editions.

The aim of this study is to highlight the importance
of the online press in shaping people’s opinions, and to
find out whether it fosters positive or negative attitudes
about the migratory phenomenon. With this in mind,
we carried out a comparative
study of the digital versions of
the two biggest-selling daily
newspapers in Spain (elmun-
do.es and elpa is.com), in
which content ana lysis was
particularly relevant, showing
the growing importance of this
kind of press and contributing
to raising awareness of its edu-
cational and formative impact. 

2. Material and methods
After selecting the subject

matter relating to the field of
study –articles on immigration–
and defining what the unit of
comparison was going to be
–limited to the digital editions of
the daily newspapers «El Mun -
do» and «El País»– we analyzed all articles published
on the subject in these two editions between January
1, 2009 and June 30, 2010, that is a total period of a
year and a half. Any article during this period that
included the terms «educación» [education] and
«inmigrantes» [immigrants] was selected. 

344 articles met these conditions in elpais.com and
133 in elmundo.es. Content analysis was applied
objectively and systematically to all the articles in the
study. A selection was made of the categories emplo-
yed, of the units of analysis and of the system for coun-
ting the information obtained. This technique with its
qualitative characteristics, which certainly does not
exclude quantitative ones,1 enabled us to codify diffe-
rent parts of the message emitted and transform them
into analyzable data by drawing up exclusion catego-
ries. Once the content analysis had been effected, a
comparative study was performed using the methodo-
logy appropriate to Comparative Education. The star-
ting point was the conceptual approach of Professors

García-Garrido and Llorent, who view Comparative
Education as an education science characterized by
the study of education systems using the comparative
method. 

Given that this research has an obvious social bias,
the interdisciplinary nature of it must be stressed. Using
the methodological approach developed by Professors
García-Garrido (1991: 150-162) and Ferrer (2002:
95-104), we then followed each of the stages for carr-
ying out a comparative research study proposed by
Professor Llorent (2002).

In the latest «Estudio General de Medios» [Ge ne -

ral Media Survey], published on April 7, 2011, «El
País» was top of the list of paid-for generalist newspa-
pers by a considerable margin, with a daily average of
1,997,000 readers, followed by «El Mundo», with
1,245,000 (prnoticias, 2011). In fact, «El Mundo» and
«El País» are the two generalist daily newspapers with
the highest sales and circulation in Spain. Although «El
País» has the edge in its printed format, it is not the
case with the digital version, since elmundo.es is the
Spanish-language digital newspaper that receives the
most visits; it occupies eleventh place on the list of
most-visited web sites, and is first among generalist
newspapers in Spain. Elpaís.com, on the other hand,
is twelfth and second, respectively (Alexa, 2011).

In 1990, «El País» became the second Spanish
newspaper to offer an electronic version. Its pionee-
ring system of payment, introduced on November 18,
2002, caused a sharp drop in the number of visits, to
such an extent that, in June 2005, it returned to its
previous system of free access. However, since then,

Constructing social reality is the responsibility of everyone;
nonetheless, certain social agents and the mass media wield
a considerable amount of influence, with the press having a
major share. «El País» and «El Mundo» are among the
Spanish daily newspapers with the greatest influence on
public opinion; they have a considerable impact on shaping
both public and published opinion in so far as the attitudes
to be adopted towards new groups who comprise our 
multicultural society are concerned. 
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and until the present day, «El Mundo» –whose elec-
tronic version started in October 1995 with free
access from the outset– took the lead among Spanish
digital editions (Delgado, 2009), outstripping its main
competitor, elpais.com. In short, both newspapers’
digital editions have a great impact in the media. 

3. Results
To analyze the results, a series of categories were

established that were to be of assistance in understan-
ding the comparative study. First of all we focused on
the aspect that immediately attracts the reader’s atten-
tion: pictures. The use of pictorial representations to
illustrate the content of an article is a powerful tool for
conveying information and, is therefore, an educatio-
nal medium of great interest. 46.6% of the articles
analyzed in «El Mundo» were illustrated and 33.4% in
«El País». In the latter paper, pictures of immigrants
(27%) and political figures (23.5%) appeared most fre-
quently; likewise in «El Mundo», the pictures were of
similar kinds, although photos of politicians assumed
greater significance (41.9%) to the detriment of the
immigrants themselves (24.2%). In the same political
vein, we noticed that political figures or parties were
frequently named, or otherwise referred to, in the texts
of both dailies: 72.9% in the case of «El Mundo» and
71.5% in the case of «El País». These data lead us to
consider that the topic of immigration is, to a certain
extent, politicized. Analysis of the pictures used to illus-
trate articles showed that more than half of them gave
a neutral view of migration (54.9% in «El Mundo» and
56.6% in «El País»), although the percentage of cases
reflecting a positive (32.2% and 30.4%) and a negative
(12.9% and 13%) viewpoint, respectively, is by no
means negligible. 

Secondly, we focused on the view of the migra-
tory phenomenon that was transmitted by the two
digital newspapers. A majority of articles mentioned
some particular group –either from the society of origin
or the host society– that was directly affected by the
news story: 65.4% in «El Mundo» and 72.1% in «El
País». A careful search for terms or adjectives associa-
ting the immigrant community with negative values   
revealed only a minority of instances, in both elmun-
do.es (8.3%) and elpais.com (13.1%).

In the Spanish welfare state, where the national
economy is one of the chief concerns of citizens, it
came as a surprise to discover that the dailies we
analyzed made relatively little connection between
immigration and the current economic crisis. In fact, a
link was established in only 22.6% of cases in «El
Mundo» and 24.1% in «El País». Nonetheless, we did

find a link between immigration and the wellbeing of
the population, in the sense that the majority of the
analyzed articles stressed the prosperity that the native-
born population enjoyed in comparison with immi-
grant groups; this emphasis was more pronounced in
the case of elpais.com.

On numerous occasions, issues have arisen –rela-
ting to the use of religious symbols in schools and
public places, clothing, the construction of buildings
for worship, and so on– where religion has been lin-
ked with immigration. These issues have in fact been
sources of controversy with considerable impact on
public opinion; however, we found that 96.2% of the
articles in «El Mundo», and 84% of those in «El País»
did not focus on the religious aspect and when they
did refer to it, the treatment was not negative in «El
Mundo» and there were only sporadic negative refe-
rences in «El País» (just 27 articles).

The last indicator analyzed in this category was
the differential treatment between men and women
immigrants; we found no difference of treatment in
94.7% of the articles in «El Mundo» and 94.8% in «El
País». In the rare cases where a distinction was made,
it was almost always in favor of women (85.7% and
72.2% respectively).

The third category of analysis focused on the inte-
gration of immigrants in the host society. The data
obtained showed that this process was supported in
69.2% of the articles analyzed in elmundo.es, while
the figure in elpais.com was 50.6%. However, when
we looked further into how integration should be
accomplished, we found that 84.7% of the 98 articles
published in «El Mundo» on this topic expressed the
view that the wished-for coexistence between immi-
grants and the native-born population had to be achie-
ved by the former adapting to the norms and standards
of the host society; by contrast, 171 articles referred to
the topic in «El País» and 53.8% of them did not con-
sider adaptation to be a prerequisite.

The two newspapers again showed differences in
their views of the coexistence between immigrants and
the host society. A relative majority of articles in the onli-
ne edition of «El Mundo» adopted a positive standpoint
towards the topic; on the other hand, those in «El País»
took a largely negative stance. Pursuing the topic further,
we noted that although a very high proportion of articles
did not associate immigration with criminal activity
(91.7% and 87.2%), we found a small, but not insignifi-
cant, proportion that did make this analogy. Finally, we
point out that a similar percentage of articles in both
papers were based on official sources (39.8% and 43%
in «El Mundo» and «El País», respectively).
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4. Discussion
The long-standing but unresolved debate about

whether journalism can be objective is beginning to be
superseded by the increasingly widespread concept of
social responsibility. It is totally unrealistic to isolate a
news item from its context, eschewing its interpretive
and evaluative dimension. We would not even pre -
sume to suggest that we were absolutely neutral in
planning, developing and later analyzing this research;
it is simply impossible to be completely objective.
Nevertheless, the journalist has to stick as closely as
possible to the facts and avoid distorting them at all
times, while freedom of opinion, on the other hand,
should never be called into question.

The necessary utopia of an objective journalism in
which there is complete transparency of information
must be the compass guiding journalistic activity. But
this indispensable guide cannot make us forget that it is
difficult to describe the bare facts exactly as they hap-
pened. From the relativistic approaches of Prota goras
and the interpretive ones of Nietzsche, who told us
«There are no facts, only interpretations» (Nietzs che,
1980: 315), to the Talmud when it states «We do not
see things as they are; we see things as we are» leaves
us in no doubt that each observer perceives reality dif-
ferently. Even the words used to communicate a news
item, the approach used, the author’s intentionality,
the place occupied by the item in the newspaper, and

so on, are imponderables that are difficult to make
neutral. However, the absence of pure objectivity
must not distance us from the desire to remain impar-
tial when reporting, which does not in any case have
to be at odds with committed journalism.

Furthermore, not only does every journalist see
things from a different point of view, but his or her
cognitive structure– consisting of experiences and
knowledge acquired over a lifetime –is a mental neu-
rophysiological support system to which new informa-
tion is constantly being added, while undergoing con-
tinuous assimilation and adaptation2. This implies a
unique personal subjectivization of the news. A similar
process occurs when the reader reads the news. So
the reader should not expect to be presented with a
single true reality; even if he were, he would inevitably
take it upon himself to give it his own personal inter-
pretation. For a person to acquire knowledge, an
interpretive process must take place which prevents
the existence of an ontic reality far removed from
man’s here-and-now existence: «Objectivity is the illu-
sion that observations can be made without an obser-
ver» (Heinz von Foerster in Watzlawick & Krieg,
1994: 19). In any case, hermeneutic ontology did
away some time ago with any suggestion that the
objectivist principle of reality could be taken seriously.

None of this need prevent the journalist—cons-
cious of this reality and faced with the difficulty of eli-
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minating ideological elements and connotations—from
respecting a minimal code of ethics and leaving the
reader, as far as possible, to be free to process the
information received. We consider that, even though
it is practically impossible to achieve complete objecti-
vity, the journalist’s subjectivity should be no excuse
for distorting the news. Moreover, it is no less true that
when most of us read a newspaper, we expect to find
particular ideological positions expressed in its pages.

Constructing social reality is the responsibility of
everyone; nonetheless, certain social agents and the
mass media wield a considerable amount of influence,
with the press having a
major share. «El País» and
«El Mundo» are among the
Spanish daily newspapers
with the greatest influence
on public opinion; they
have a considerable impact
on shaping both public and
published opinion in so far
as the attitudes to be adop-
ted towards new groups
who comprise our multicul-
tural society are concerned.
This is particularly so if we
agree with Montesquieu
(2010) when he declares:
«We receive three educa-
tions: one from our parents,
one from our teachers, and one from the world. The
third contradicts all that the first two teach us».

The immigration question is neither trivial nor
minor, but an issue that affects an enormous number
of people. The United Nations’ report on migration
and development on June 6, 2006 (UNO, 2006)
pointed out that there were 191 million immigrant citi-
zens on the planet, of whom 64 million were in
Europe. Therefore, if we wish to construct the Eu -
ropean Union and Spain in a realistic way, it is essen-
tial that we take into account this huge group of immi-
grants who currently live in both territories, without
forgetting those who will arrive in the near future.

In Spanish and European societies increasingly cha-
racterized by multiculturalism, it is essential for people to
learn to live alongside the «other», those who are «dif-
ferent». The way to achieve this is to take the actual
situation as the starting point and the best way to find
out Spanish opinions on the matter is to use the survey
on Attitudes to Immigration, carried out by the Center
for Sociological Research (CIS) in 2009. The following
responses are of particular interest (CIS, 2009):

• The first question asked: «In your opinion, what
is the main problem in Spain today? And the second?
And the third? After unemployment and problems of
an economic nature, immigration came third with
19.1%.

• In Question 9, respondents were asked to rank
the importance of particular aspects that should be
taken into consideration when allowing a foreigner to
come and live in Spain. The most frequent response
was that the immigrant should be prepared to accept
the country’s way of life.

• Question 36 asked: «In your view, what basi-

cally influences people’s opinions about immigration?»
After indicating personal experience as the main
influence, the second one was the news in the mass
media (19.8%).

• Question 37 asked the respondent «Do you think
the image projected by the mass media is…?». Most
responded that it tended to be negative (46.3%), whe-
reas only 21% answered that it tended to be positive.

The growing importance of the use of the Internet
in recent years is unquestionable. For this reason, it is
enough to briefly highlight some data for 2010:

• The total number of dwellings with access to
the Internet in Spain was 9,039,764 (Instituto Nacio -
nal de Estadística, 2010a).

• 57.4% of Spanish homes (nearly 8.8 million
dwellings) had a broadband connection to the
Internet, which represented an increase of nine hun-
dred thousand homes over the previous year (Instituto
Nacional de Estadística, 2010b).

• The number of Internet users grew by 7.1% in
the last year, to more than 22.2 million people (Insti -
tuto Nacional de Estadística, 2010 b).
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Figure 1: Foreigners in Spain with a registration certificate or a valid residence card.
(Ministry of Labor and Immigration, 2010).



The considerable difference between the two
newspapers in the number of articles analyzed –344 in
elpais.com and 133 in elmundo.es– may be due to the
relative importance each attached to the phenomenon.
Given that newsworthy events often have a negative
character, when we analyzed the pictures used to
illustrate the articles, we were struck by the clearly
positive slant that both «El Mundo» and «El País» put
on immigration. This, together with other results, indi-
cates quite a trend in the editorial line of these news-
papers.

When we looked into whether the migratory
question transmitted in the news was evaluated as
positive or negative towards the societies of origin of
the immigrant groups, we discovered a substantial dif-
ference between the two newspapers. We observed
that there were more positive connotations than nega-
tive ones in elmundo.es, while in elpais.com the rever-
se was true; there were more negative than positive
connotations. The outcome was similar when we
checked for the type of effect that it had on the recei-
ving society. In «El Mundo» the positive outweighed
the negative, whereas in «El País» the results were
reversed, with the negative accounting for 52.3% of
the articles on this particular topic.

The small, but real, percentage of articles that
associate criminal activity with immigration are a cause
for concern. Without doubting the veracity of the
correlation in particular instances, care should be
taken lest part of the readership extrapolate the infor-
mation and use it to form undesirable opinions.

Both newspapers support the process of integra-
ting immigrants into the host society, but differ to a cer-
tain extent in the strategies that should be followed to
achieve the coexistence they are looking for. «El
Mundo» tends to favor employing strategies that requi-
re the immigrants to adapt to the established norms
and standards of the host society, while this is not
regarded as a necessary prerequisite in the articles in
«El País». There are, moreover, considerable differen-
ces in the way each newspaper views coexistence bet-
ween immigrants and the host society, with «El País»
being much more negative than «El Mundo».

There are numerous points of similarity between
the two daily papers. In percentage terms, they both
coincide in their use of official sources, the relative
absence of negative connotations concerning immi-
grants, the influence of this group on the welfare of the
native-born population, the fact that immigrants are
seen as having little connection with the economic cri-
sis, the dearth of references to religious questions, and
so on.

Although it is perfectly clear that the selection of
newsworthy events is not only closely related to the
objectivity of the facts, but also, in this case, to the dif-
ferent views and interests of the editors, the various
ideological lines that appeared in the articles analyzed
enabled us to conclude that they did not coincide sig-
nificantly with the ideological stance of the newspaper
that published them. Truthful information not distor-
ted by political and economic interests must become
the driving force of a society that seeks to have free citi-
zens with a respect for cultures other than their own.
An education based on equality and pluralism must be
the pillar on which any society that claims to be fair
and democratic rests (Ruiz Echeondo, Medina & Gar -
cía, 2001).

In our analysis of the informational discourses, we
reaffirm the existence of different contextualizations,
interpretations and evaluations of reality, demonstra-
ting the impossibility of maintaining a so-called neutral
stance. Isolated events cease to exist when they come
into contact with the senses and minds of both journa-
list and reader; their interpretations place us squarely
in the field of hermeneutics.

Notes
1 Although, Berelson, the founder of content analysis, would state
that this is «a research technique for the objective, systematic, and
quantitative description of manifest content of communication» (Be -
relson, 1952: 18).
2 We agree with Jean Piaget, who pointed out that our intelligence
is constructed on the basis of our biological inheritance, which limits
its existence and at the same time makes it possible. In this, there is
a continuous process of adaptation whereby two complementary
processes are produced simultaneously: A. Assimilation of the exter-
nal world to our mental structures B. Accommodation of the mind
to new knowledge. Both involve continuous cognitive restructuring,
through which our mind is constructed and our thoughts are shaped.
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ABSTRACT 
The work below examines the attitudes and beliefs that secondary teachers have about the use of Internet resources
in their practices. It is presented results obtained from a questionnaire (n=1,721) with different dimensions, obtai-
ning data about teachers’ attitudes and reasons with respect to the use of Internet resources, respect to teachers’ tasks
employed for and respect to training teachers received about Internet resources. The study use descriptive and
correlation data of answers percentages to questionnaire items. Results show that attitudes are very important to
explain the use of these resources in classroom practices. Also, the role that teachers’ perception about their digital
competencies plays over the possibility to use Internet resources in their classroom practices. These results show dif-
ferences between teacher in function of age and genre. Finally, teachers’ training about Internet has a positive effect
on self perception about digital competencies. The results point to the need of research on what beliefs could
explain why teachers decide to use or not Internet resources, how they use them and which factors are included.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
En este trabajo se estudian las actitudes y creencias que los profesores de secundaria tienen sobre la utilización de
los recursos de Internet en sus prácticas. Se presentan los resultados obtenidos aplicando un cuestionario (n=1.721)
que abarca diversas dimensiones, obteniéndose datos respecto de las actitudes de los profesores en relación al uso
o no de recursos de Internet, a las tareas docentes para las que se emplean y con la formación recibida al respecto.
Se ofrecen datos de los porcentajes de respuestas a los ítems del cuestionario e índices correlacionales. Entre los
resultados destaca la relación entre las actitudes de los profesores y el que introduzcan estos recursos en sus prácti-
cas, así como el papel que juega la edad y el sexo de los profesores en estas actitudes. También se pone de relieve
la relación entre la creencia de los profesores en su competencia digital y la probabilidad de que utilicen los recursos
de la Red en sus prácticas. Por último, lo resultados destacan la relación que aparece entre la formación recibida
sobre Internet y las diferencias en la percepción sobre competencia digital de los docentes. Los resultados subrayan
la necesidad de estudiar en profundidad cuáles son las creencias que explican de forma específica la adopción o no
de estos recursos digitales, cómo se conforman y qué elementos las definen.
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ICT, Internet, resources, teacher’s attitudes, beliefs, practices, digital competencies, training.
TIC, recursos, Internet, actitudes del profesor, creencias, prácticas, competencia digital, formación.

RESEARCH

Comunicar, n. 38, v. XIX, 2012, Scientific Journal of Media Education; ISSN: 1134-347; pages 147-155

www.comunicarjournal.com

l Elena Ramírez, Isabel Cañedo & María Clemente
Salamanca (Spain)

Attitudes and Beliefs of Secondary
Teachers about Internet Use 

in their Classrooms

Las actitudes y creencias de los profesores de secundaria sobre 
el uso de Internet en sus clases

Requested: 15-06-2011 / Received: 19-09-2011 
Accepted: 25-10-2011 / Published: 01-03-2012 



1. Introduction
The interest in investigating teachers’ beliefs, con-

ceptions and knowledge, which have been referred to
as teacher thoughts or cognitions (Calderhead, 1996),
is due to the key role these constructs play when
explaining what teachers do in the classroom (Kagan,
1992; Pajares, 1992), as well as the changes they ste-
adily embrace (Putnam & Borko, 1996). This same
notion is shared by researchers into the incorporation
of ICTs into educational processes, who posit that the
beliefs and conceptions teachers hold regarding the
use of ICTs have a key role to play when explaining
the processes of deploying these resources in the class-
room (Ertmer, 2005; Lawless & Pellegrino, 2007;
Aguaded & Tirado, 2008; Mominó de la Iglesia, Si ga -
lés & Meneses, 2008; Froufe, 2000). The aim of this
paper is to study this issue, specifically attitudes and
motivations regarding the use of ICTs associated with
the Internet, as expressed by secondary teachers using
these resources. This goal requires clearly delimiting
the perspective from which the subject is to be addres-
sed, as the present confusion on the study of teachers’
conceptions and beliefs has meant that the results from
research into the matter have not had a major explana-
tory impact on teachers’ training and practices (Chan
& Elliot, 2004; Pajares, 1992; Fang, 1996).

2. Teachers’ beliefs - what are we referring to?
The term «beliefs» has been used in very different

ways and with very different meanings in research
involving teachers. As reported by Pajares (1992), terms
such as beliefs, values, attitudes, ideologies, concep-
tions and pre-conceptions, personal theories and
implicit theories have been difficult to differentiate in
the array of standpoints adopted in research in this
field. 

For our purposes here, the most pertinent distinc-
tion is the one established between beliefs and know-
ledge. Beliefs have a more implicit nature and operate
in a less consistent manner than knowledge, whereby
they manifest themselves in specific practical situations
or in episodes, aiming to be of use in the resolution of
this specific situation rather than providing long-term
efficacy and validation. Beliefs, which also have a cog-
nitive component, do not seek «the truth» through
scientific deduction, but utility instead (Pozo, 2000),
creating personal theories that are marked by the social
and practical nature that defines them and renders
them of such use to people as formal or scientific
knowledge (Pozo & Rodrigo, 2001). 

According to Nespor (1987), beliefs are formed
through experiences that are always linked to personal

events and circumstances, so they include feelings,
emotions and assessments, memories of past personal
experiences, suppositions on the existence of alternati-
ve beings and realities, which are not open to outside
evaluation or to critical reasoning. They are gradually
built up within a vast system that is constantly being
reorganised according to the structure and framework
of knowledge.

The power this framework of beliefs exerts upon
teaching practices is extremely important, among other
things because of the role beliefs play in each teacher’s
activities. Regarding the matter in question here,
namely, the use of Internet resources by secondary tea-
chers, the impact teachers’ beliefs about their work has
on classroom practice has been well reported (Lumpe,
Haney & Czerniak, 2000; Mishra & Koehler, 2006),
although it has yet to be made absolutely clear whet-
her teaching beliefs have a direct influence on the use
of ICTs in the classroom (Wozney, Venkatesh &
Abrami, 2006). We can mention research results that
reveal how different aspects related to teachers’ beliefs
and attitudes regarding these technologies are crucial
to their use. For example, the beliefs that teachers hold
about their own teaching performance are closely lin-
ked to their practices, so favourable attitudes towards
technologies and a positive perception of one’s own
digital competence have proven to be prior conditions
for the use of computers in teaching (Paraskeva et al.,
2007). On the other hand, and in a study conducted
by McGrail (2005), teachers referred to the disadvan-
tages of the use of ICTs alluding to teaching conside-
rations associated with the pupils, the teaching pro-
cess, ethical issues…These teachers were not at all
clear about how to adapt the technologies to their tea-
ching styles or how to include them in the syllabus.
Furthermore, in a study by Mueller et al. (2008), one
of the critical features that distinguished those teachers
who successfully used such technologies from those
who did not was their attitude towards these resour-
ces, studied according to a scale measuring the degree
to which teachers considered a computer to be a via-
ble and productive technology and a cognitive tool that
could make an appropriate contribution to their tea-
ching activities. Generally speaking, studies on tea-
chers’ attitudes and beliefs regarding ICTs, and the
Internet in particular, focus on three points:

1) Positive attitudes towards these resources in -
crease the probability they will be used.

2) These positive attitudes are closely linked to the
perception teachers have of their own digital compe-
tence.

3) Digital competence alone does not explain the
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has to be linked moreover to the belief that teaching
will be enhanced by the use of ICTs. In other words,
digital competence increases the likelihood of using
ICTs for professional purposes, provided this is consis-
tent with the teaching beliefs held by the teachers
themselves (Groves & Zemel, 2000).

Nevertheless, although it seems clear that tea-
chers’ beliefs about ICTs condition their use in practi-
ce, it is not obvious how to
alter these beliefs with a view
to extending the use of these
technologies in the classroom.
Along these lines, some of the
more realistic proposals do not
rely on changing the teachers,
but rather on reconsidering the
design of ICT resources (Gro -
ves & Zemel, 2000). This
would involve, therefore, brin-
ging the technological design
closer to the syllabus content
through such measures as pro-
ducing digital materials similar
to traditional ones to render
them compatible with com-
mon teaching approaches to
classroom subjects. Other au -
thors (Ertmer, 2005), basing
them selves on the principle
that changes in beliefs can be
triggered by personal experien-
ces, vicarious experiences and
socio-cultural influences, stress the need for teachers
to experience for themselves or through colleagues the
positive results of the use of technological resources in
the classroom.

In sum, the preceding review points to the need to
understand that the beliefs and attitudes teachers have
regarding ICTs constitute one of the factors explaining
the use of these resources in the classroom. The aim
of this paper, therefore, will be to discover the beliefs
held by secondary teachers regarding the use of ICTs
related to the Internet. More specifically, we shall set
out to use the data gathered using a questionnaire with
Likert-type scale questions to analyse attitudinal consi-
derations and the motivational ones informing these
beliefs, as these aspects have a bearing on the use of
digital resources in teaching methodologies, and whet-
her the Internet training received impacts upon tea-
chers’ attitudes and beliefs regarding this medium. In
short, we are therefore seeking to unravel the frame-

work of beliefs on ICTs as regards teachers and their
relationship with the use or not of these resources.

3. Material and methods
3.1. Sample

In order to conduct this research, we sent out
questionnaires, as described forthwith in the Proce -
dure section, to 411 schools - just about all the schools
teaching compulsory secondary education in the

Spanish region of Castilla y León. The characteristics
of the sample used are described in table 1 below:

3.2. Procedure 
The first stage of the procedure involved prepa-

ring the data-gathering instrument. A questionnaire
was drawn up that addressed a total of five dimen-
sions. This paper presents data from three of them, as
are: (a) attitudes towards Internet resources in relation
to the teachers’ professional duties; (b) methodological
aspects of teaching with the Internet, and (c) Internet
training received. Likert-type scales were used for
dimensions a and b, with 4 and 5 levels of choice
(Hinojo & Fernández, 2002). 

The process of preparing the questionnaire was
undertaken in several stages, with the last one invol-
ving a review of the same by ten secondary school tea-
chers from different subjects. Once all the reviews had
been made, the Cron bach’s alpha for all the items on

We can affirm that the profile of beliefs among the 
secondary teachers in our sample is informed by two basic
aspects: on the one hand, the educational value attributed to
Internet resources and, on the other, the knowledge of these
resources that is attributed to teachers. Regarding the 
former, age constitutes a differentiating factor between 
positive and negative attitudes, with negative ones being 
linked to older age groups. Regarding the latter, the 
knowledge of resources, the difference is marked by age 
and gender, with a lower attribution of digital competence
among women and older age groups. 



the Likert-type scales gave a result of 0.89. The ques-
tionnaires were sent to all the schools in the sample,
and a check was made to ensure they had all been
received correctly. Finally, the results received were
encoded and loaded into a data matrix that allowed an
analysis to be conducted through the SPSS 15.0 statis-
tical program in order to provide the results presented
here.

4. Results
The organisation of the results in this section res-

ponds to the goal we are pursuing. We therefore first
present the percentage data from the answers on atti-
tudes and reasons that the teachers have provided on
Internet use in the classroom, together with the corre-
lations of these two aspects according to gender, years
of experience and subject taught, using chi-squared
tests. Secondly, we present the correlation data that
describe the impact the
teachers’ attitudes and rea-
sons regarding Internet use
have on their teaching met-
hods. Thirdly, we provide
data to show whether the
Internet training received
has a bearing on attitudes
and reasons regarding the
use of this resource among
the teachers involved in
our research.

4.1 Teachers’ attitudes
and reasons regarding
Internet use

First, Figure 1 presents
the results showing the
extent to which teachers
do or do not agree with
the use that can be made

of the Internet in teaching, as well
as the reasons explaining why
they do or do not use these re -
sources. We can see that the
general trend indicates that the
highest values correspond to posi-
tive attitudes towards this matter.
Accordingly, over half the secon-
dary teachers surveyed state that
they agree or strongly agree with
the fact that the resources provi-
ded by the Inter net today are

essential for teaching. Further -
more, 87.2% disagree or strongly disagree with the
notion that Internet resources have little to offer and
their usefulness has been overplayed. Therefore,
according to these data, we can make the point that
teachers have a positive attitude towards Internet
resources for classroom use. 

As for the motives or reasons teachers give for
whether or not they use the Internet, it can be seen
(Figure 1) that practically all the teachers agree
(92.1%) that one of the reasons for using the Internet
is its educational value for pupils. Another reason that
appears to merit the agreement of over half the tea-
chers is the lack of resources available to them
(52.6%), although this notion contrasts with the disa-
greement (44.2%) that the teachers also record in this
same item. Likewise, most of the teachers seem to
disagree with the fact that Internet resources are of no
use in teaching (83.7%) and that the legal obligation to
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Figure 1: Percentage of agreements and disagreements in attitudes and reasons regarding Internet .

Table 1: Characteristics of the sample.



use them (86.9%) or a lack of training and experience
(70.4%, 66.5%) are reasons or motives that explain the
classroom use or not of the Internet. In short, the rea-
sons that secondary teachers give as the ones carrying
the most weight for the use of Internet resources in
their classes involve mainly what they consider as
favouring the pupils’ learning experience, as well as
being of use to their classroom practices. As we can
see, these results are consistent with the positive attitu-
de that most teachers have towards the Internet.

Once the data have been
gathered on the teachers’ attitu-
des and reasons regarding the
use of the Internet’s digital re -
sources, our focus now turns to
discovering whether there are
differences in these attitudes and
reasons according to the varia-
bles of gender, years of expe-
rience and the subjects taught by
the teachers in the sample. The
results obtained accordingly are
shown in tables 2 (attitudes) and 3 (reasons).

The correlation analyses conducted through
Pearson’s chi-squared coefficient (table 2) reveal signi-
ficant relationships between the attitudes variable and
other teacher variables, such as years of experience
and the subject taught. In this sense, regarding gender,
the most significant result is that being male or female
does not have a major impact on the attitudes teachers
have towards the use of the Internet in the classroom.
In terms of years of experience, all the attitudes items
correlate significantly, with the exception of item 5,
which is not significant. The significant and positive
relationships between these two variables suggest that
the more positive attitudes towards the Internet are
even stronger among those teachers with fewer years
of experience (under 10) than among those with more
experience (over 15 years). The subject variable
throws up significant differences for item 3, revealing
a somewhat sceptical attitude towards the use of
Internet in teaching solely in the subjects we have lis-
ted under science and technology.

Regarding the relationships between the reasons
for use and other variables such as experience, gender
and subject (table 3), we have found results that reveal
important issues. In general, we find highly significant
differences between the various items in the reasons
dimension and the different levels of experience. All
the answers to this dimension are significant at the
0.01 confidence level according to the years of expe-
rience, except for the item: «The main obstacle to the

classroom use of the Internet is a lack of technological
resources». A detailed analysis of the results reveals
that the longer a person has been in teaching, the more
they will be in agreement regarding lack of experience,
training and usefulness as reasons for not using the
Internet in class. Furthermore, the groups of teachers
with more experience are the ones who consider this
resource has no educational use for pupils, as opposed
to the younger ones who do consider it to be educa-
tional and useful, although they consider the lack of

resources to be an obstacle. On the other hand, the
gender variable also marks significant differences
regarding the reasons for using the Internet. Women
are the ones who affirm they do not use the Internet
for reasons of lack of resources, experience and trai-
ning, and because they do not consider the Internet to
be useful. Finally, the subject taught also leads to signi-
ficant differences (0.01 confidence level) regarding the
items of lack of resources, experience and training.
This means that although the subjects of languages
and humanities and social sciences are the ones with
the closest agreement with the lack of experience and
training as reasons for explaining the non-use of the
Internet, in the case of «The main obstacle to the
classroom use of the Internet is a lack of technological
resources», the art subjects also use it as an argument,
as opposed to science and technology subjects where
there is disagreement with this statement.

4.2. Impact of attitudes and reasons regarding the
use of the Internet on teaching methodologies

There follows a description of the results of the
cross-analyses between the dimensions of teaching
methodologies applied in class and the resources asso-
ciated with the Internet, attitudes towards its use and
reasons for such use. The data provided below are
designed to study in greater detail the relationship bet-
ween the attitudes and beliefs of the teachers in the
sample and the methodology they apply in class.

Appearing first in table 4 are the results of the
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** The correlation is significant at the 0.01 level *The correlation is significant at the 0.05 level. 
1) I think the Internet has little to offer teaching. 2) The Internet could be of use to teaching, but its
importance has been overplayed. 3) Although it has potential, it still remains to be seen whether the
Internet will be beneficial to teaching. 4) The Internet has considerable potential, but from the pers-
pective of a teacher’s time there are other priorities. 5) The Internet has considerable potential.
Today it is essential for the teaching-learning process.



correlations between the methodology dimension
(specifying the teaching tasks using Internet resources)
and the attitudes held by teachers. The results are
clear: practically all the correlations are significant at a
0.01 level. The indices have a negative sign when the
attitudes item is formulated in this direction, which
means that negative attitudes correlate with the non-
use of the Internet for teaching activities, whereas the
positive ones do so with the application of those acti-
vities in the teacher’s classroom practices. The corre-
lations have a positive sign when the items are formu-
lated in a positive way, which corroborates the trend
we have just explained: positive attitudes towards the
Internet are associated with the application of Internet
resources to teaching activities and vice versa. This
general pat-
tern is quali-
fied, showing
that attitude is
what defines
the methodo-
logy to be
applied with
the In ternet
in class, both
for those acti -
vities invol-
ving the pre-
sentation and
handling of
information,
where the
greatest signi-
ficant effects
are to be
found (p=
.376), and
for communi-
cation and
t e a m  w o r k
methodolo-

gies, with the smallest signi-
ficant effects (p=.169).

Secondly, table 5 con-
tains the correlation re sults
obtained in the analysis of
the reasons teachers allude
to regarding their teaching
methods involving the use of
the Internet. It can be affir-
med that the arguments
carrying the most weight for

explaining the use or not of the Internet for their tea-
ching activities are related to the perception teachers
have of their experience and training, the usefulness of
the Internet for their classes and legal requirements.
This means that the correlations between the items
we have just listed are all significant at a 0.01 level and
negative. Therefore, those teachers that perceive
themselves as having a lack of experience or a lack of
training are the ones who least use the Internet in
class. Likewise, those teachers who consider the
Internet resource to be of no use for their classes do
not include it in their work either. Those who do not
agree that legal requirements are the main reason for
using the Internet in their classes are the ones who
most use this medium in their teaching activities. On
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** The correlation is significant at the 0.01 level *The correlation is significant at the 0.05 level  
1) The main obstacle to the classroom use of the Internet is a lack of technological resources. 2) The main
obstacle to the classroom use of the Internet is my lack of experience. 3) The main drawback to its use in
class is my lack of training. 4) I do not consider this to be a useful classroom resource. 5) The main reason
for using the Internet in my classes is that I am legally required to do so. 6) I consider it to be an educational
resource for pupils.

** The correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (bilateral) *The correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (bilateral)  
1) I think the Internet has little to offer teaching; 2) The Internet could be of use to teaching, but its importance has been
overplayed; 3) Although it has potential, it still remains to be seen whether the Internet will be beneficial to teaching; 4 The
Internet has considerable potential, but from the perspective of a teacher’s time there are other priorities; 5) The Internet
has considerable potential. Today it is essential for the teaching-learning process.



the other hand, a lack of resources as an obstacle to
the use of the Internet in class correlates significantly
with practically all teaching practices, with the excep-
tion of communication and teamwork, which have an
anecdotic impact on their application. Yet this result in
relation to the item involving a lack of resources reveals
that the ones most using the Internet for teaching prac-
tices are also the ones who place the most stress on the
lack of resources. This means that a lack of resources
is not the aspect with the most weight for explaining
the reason whether or not the Internet is used in the
teacher’s work. Finally, a reason that clearly explains
the use of the Internet made by teachers is the unders-
tanding that this resource has an educational role to
play for pupils, as can be seen in the correlation indi-
ces listed in table 5. 

4.3. Repercussion of the Internet training received
on attitudes and reasons for use among teachers

Finally, table 6 contains the correlation results bet-
ween teachers’ attitudes and reasons and the Internet
training received. Two aspects stand out in our analy-
sis of the results in these dimensions. Firstly, regarding
attitudes, although in general we have already indica-
ted that teachers seem to share positive attitudes
towards the Internet, those that have received training
during their degree courses or their professional care-

ers at Spain’s Teacher Training and Inno vation
Centres (CFIEs) and other institutions are the ones
who by far reveal the most positive attitudes towards
the use of the Internet. Secondly, those teachers who
have received training, whatever its nature, are the
ones who consider themselves to have a greater level
of digital competence, as they are the ones who do not
consider a lack of experience or a lack of training to be
the main obstacle to Internet use in the classroom, and
in most of the items this difference is significant at a
0.01 confidence level. It would be of greater interest
to study these data in more detail in order to gain more
comprehensive information on the type of training
received in terms of content and the teaching metho-
dologies used, as it appears to have been put to good
use. 

5. Discussion 
In the light of these data, we can affirm that the

profile of beliefs among the secondary teachers in our
sample is informed by two basic aspects: on the one
hand, the educational value attributed to Internet
resources and, on the other, the knowledge of these
resources that is attributed to teachers. Regarding the
former, age constitutes a differentiating factor between
positive and negative attitudes, with negative ones
being linked to older age groups. Regarding the latter,
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the classroom use of the Internet is a lack of technological resources; 2) The main obstacle to the classroom use of the Internet is my lack of
experience; 3) The main drawback to its use in class is my lack of training; 4) I do not consider this to be a useful classroom resource; 5) The
main reason for using the Internet in my classes is that I am legally required to do so; 6) I consider it to be an educational resource for pupils.
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the knowledge of resources, the difference is marked
by age and gender, with a lower attribution of digital
competence among women and older age groups.
Finally, training, especially at an initial stage, although
also that provided by CFIE teacher training centres,
has a positive impact on the assessment teachers make
of their own digital competence. 

These data ratify what other scholars have found,
thereby enabling us to focus on certain aspects with
major ramifications for classroom practices. 

Firstly, it seems clear that attitudes have a fair
degree of influence on the use of Internet resources in
classroom practices. Although these attitudes are gene-
rally positive, those teachers who consider that these
resources have no educational value do not use them
in the classroom and this relationship is significant
above all in older age groups, as is also reported in the
work by Paraskeva et al. (2007). Yet in addition to atti-
tude, the perception teachers have of their digital com-
petence also seems to explain the likelihood they will
use Internet resources in their teaching activities. In this
case, moreover, the differences are due not only to
age, but also to the teachers’ gender. Nevertheless, alt-
hough the role beliefs play in the attribution of the
competence itself seems to be a crucial one for the
adoption of the resources, the Internet training recei-
ved is effective for improving this digital competence. 

Secondly, these results show that the issue of
beliefs and attitudes must necessarily be included on
the agenda for research into the use of ICTs in tea-
ching practices and, in particular, the use of the In -
ternet as a teaching resource. An in-depth study is
required to uncover the beliefs that specifically explain
the adoption or otherwise of these innovations, how
they are shaped and the elements that define them, as
well as to investigate the training received regarding
the Internet, content, educational approaches, as it is a
reason that explains the change in the perception of
professional competence in terms of these resources.
Finally, it is important to pursue lines of research that
connect the teaching approaches of teachers with
beliefs on ICTs in general and the Internet in particu-
lar, given the link that appears to exist between the
two factors, without losing sight of how it is all indeed
implemented in the practical contexts in which tea-
ching-learning processes actually take place. 
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ABSTRACT 
Color is a crucial element in achieving effective and efficient communication. This article presents an analysis of the
color elements used in TV ads aimed at children broadcast during November 2009 in Spain by the Disney Channel
children’s network which, according to Kantar Media, is the audience leader in open-to-air television programing.
The convenience sample included the group of advertisers that Infoadex classifies as part of the «sports and leisure»
sector, which includes products and services traditionally aimed at children, such as toys and leisure parks, as well
as self-promotion ads for other television networks. The analysis quantifies the use of color in ads aimed at children
and concludes that brands use color in very different ways. This study also examines the relationship between the
color combinations chosen by advertisers in their ads and logos, confirming that the use of color combinations in ads
and logos is arbitrary. Most advertisers who target children prefer to apply a range of colors to create contrast and
highlight the product and its features and benefits, instead of strengthening the brand’s corporate image. The study
highlights the randomness in decision-making on the use of color.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
El color es un elemento básico para la eficacia y la eficiencia comunicativa. Se realiza un análisis de contenido de
los elementos de color en los spots dirigidos a niños emitidos en la cadena temática infantil Disney Channel, líder de
audiencia de la televisión en abierto según Kantar Media, durante el mes de noviembre de 2009 en España. La selec-
ción de la muestra de conveniencia agrupó a los anunciantes considerados por Infoadex dentro del sector «deportes
y tiempo libre» que comprende los productos y servicios tradicionalmente considerados infantiles, como juguetes y
parques de ocio, además de la autopromoción de otras cadenas de televisión. El análisis cuantifica la prevalencia del
uso del color en los anuncios televisivos dirigidos a la infancia y concluye que las marcas gestionan el color de forma
muy diferenciada. Por otro lado, se estudia la relación entre la prevalencia cromática en el spot y en el logotipo del
mismo anunciante. En este sentido, se comprueba un alto porcentaje de incoherencia en la prevalencia cromática
en ambos formatos. La mayoría de los anunciantes del mercado infantil prefieren utilizar el color para provocar el
contraste y resaltar el producto, sus características o bondades en detrimento de la coherencia en la imagen corpo-
rativa de la marca. El estudio realizado pone de manifiesto cierta arbitrariedad en la toma de decisiones sobre el
color.

KEYWORDS
Television advertising, children’s audience, commercials, consumer, creativity, commercial television, spot, color.
Publicidad televisiva, público infantil, anuncios, consumidor, creatividad, televisión comercial, spot, color.
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1. Introduction
Television advertising is worth billions of dollars a

year in the world’s leading economies and is the focus
of a wide range of investigative analyses. This research
develops a descriptive study of the use of color in tele-
vision ads aimed at children by closely examining the
three key elements of television advertising, children,
and color.

Television is still one of the most important and
widely consumed media among children in Spain.
According to the study by the Fundació Audiències de
la Comunicació i la Cultura (Audience Communi ca tion
and Culture Foundation) cited by Crescenzi (2010),
television is the medium most frequently used by chil-
dren, who watch it on an average of 2.4 hours per
day. Toscano (2005) points out that television con-
sumption increases to 3.7 hours a day on weekends.
These television consumption levels explain the subs-
tantial investment in advertising in Spain, which in
2009 reached 2,368,200 euros1. Outside Spain, chil-
dren in the United States watch more than 40,000 ads
per year (Aysen & Kay, 2010).

2. State of the art review: research hypotheses and
objectives

The complexity of color has been addressed by
various disciplines, such as Physics, which studies the
nature of light and color, its organization, perception
and children’s chromatic capacities, their flaws or chro-
matic pathologies (Julio et al., 1995). Other disciplines
have approached the study of color from the point of
view of the human eye’s reception of signals and per-
ception of color. In the study of signal reception there
are common points of interest between Physics and
advertising, which should be consistent with the phy-
siological aspects. Other researchers have addressed
the study of color based on the  sensations it produces.
Psychology has developed several theories that asso-
ciate certain colors with sensations that occur in the
human brain when perceiving color. 

To consolidate the definition of children as consu-
mers of TV ads we need to examine a number of psy-
chological issues that clearly identify children as sub-
jects in training. Any attempt to communicate persua-
sively should consider children’s psychological charac-
teristics and their reactions to the received message.
However, this is not the main focus of our research,
which examines the color of the product advertised
and its attributes as an element that enhances the act
of persuasion, according to Bringué (2001).

The relationship between color and communica-
tion is also important. The emergence of color televi-

sion in the 1970s promoted the study of color in adver-
tising and reinforced the power of the moving image.
Color increased the reality and informative potential of
television, rendering its images more attractive and
expressive. The study of color as a communicative
feature, in regard to its acceptance or rejection among
young people, was undertaken by Del Olmo-Barbero
(2006: 112-116), whose study based on 130 surveys
of young people aged between 18 and 30 in the pro-
vince of Madrid, concluded that, the most favored
colors were blue, red and black, while the least agre-
eable were brown, yellow, dark grey and pink. Green
was not among the favorites, but the survey results pla-
ced it fifth in the category of most desirable colors.

Color, as a significant element of the advertising
discourse, has acquired an interesting role that has
been investigated from different areas and disciplines.
Degrado (2005: 1-9) has pointed out that advertising is
introduced in our lives through color, among other
things. If the form makes the first impact, color is essen-
tial to consolidate the attention and act on the emotio-
nal capacity of the individual.

Color defines and identifies the product, highlights
it and provides information on its features and benefits.
Color is also used as an extension of the tones of the
product and as an extension of the advertiser’s corpo-
rate image. However, according to Nó (1996: 13),
we define the color through our perception of it; wit-
hout it, color is just wavelengths rejected by different
materials. On the other hand, Del Olmo (2006: 112-
116) suggests that color is an excellent coding system.
Used correctly, color infects emotional sensations and
allows the generation of relationships of brand affilia-
tion and loyalty. The use of color in advertising res-
ponds to a dual purpose. On the one hand, it has a
phatic function of visual impact with aggressive colors,
sharp contrasts, color reduction, harmony, visibility
and readability. It can also play a significant role since
colors work as symbolic, cultural, thermal, tempera-
mental, sexual, ideological, elegant and pompous lan-
guages.

We must not forget that the advertising message
incorporates a set of ideas that the advertiser wants to
transmit to a previously defined audience in order to
achieve the established objectives. The advertising
message must be consistent with the content of the
advertiser’s communication strategy and, as a result,
the previous creative processes should take into
account the chromatic aspects involved in working
documents such as the story board or story reel. The
set of variables that must be assessed when planning
an advertising strategy must include the advertiser’s
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corporate image and identity, in which colors play a
really important role.

The advertisement must take into account the cha-
racteristics that are essential to achieve a communica-
tive success. According to León (1996), color occupies
the first place on the list of elements a message needs
to achieve a communicative success. Other resear-
chers have demonstrated how the position of the
advertisement within the TV sequence, its duration
and brand repetition highly influence the viewer’s
memory, but have also confirmed that the factors rela-
ted to color, contextualization
and music have a strong in -
fluence on brand recalling
(Sáiz et al., 1999: 891-900).
Indeed, there is a higher per-
centage of brand recall when
the product is presented in a
realistic context, when the
music is attractive or when
colors are alive.

The communicative func-
tions of color, according to
Tena Parera (2005: 151-159),
include drawing and maintai-
ning viewers’ attention, and
transmitting information and
emotions. In addition, this use
must meet some qualities with
regards to its organisation: to
keep the balance, highlight the
dominant and regressive ele-
ments and to establish an
orderly and complex hierar -
chy. Jiménez (2006) shows
that children are extremely sensitive to stimuli such as
music, color, animated characters or images that high-
light the social success of the child through the con-
sumption of the product. Bright colors and rapid action
changes in a scene lead to consumption, causing in the
receiver of the message the need to buy the offered
products because they awake the mechanisms of per-
suasion, seduction and conviction (Hierro-Rincón,
2006: 63).

Children have special physiological, psychological
and sociological features. They are a very dynamic tar-
get and are in constant evolution. The short duration
of childhood, together with the different forms of
behaviour, the changes in values, rules and parenting
styles have resulted in different generations of children
with desires, tastes and needs that evolve as they grow
and mature, and which are also affected by the chan-

ges and continuous innovations that occur in the field
of technology (Tur & Ramos, 2008: 169-170). Other
studies on the use of color in advertising have been
developed by Pitchford and Mullen (2001), who have
demonstrated the difficulty of studying the meanings
suggested by color in children. Scholars have also
analysed the effects of print advertising’s dominant
colors in the emotions of adult subjects and the attitu-
des generated towards the advertisement (Lichtle,
2007). The relationship between the high use of color
and the attitude towards the advertisement (arousal

level and preference) has been addressed by Gorn and
others (1997).

One of the few studies on color and advertising in
Spain has been conducted by López and Monserrat
(2009), who show that the use of the corporate iden-
tity and, in particular, of color is intentional and is sub-
ject to the corporate communication strategies defined
by the sector of fast-food franchises. The authors exa-
mine the cultural meanings associated with colors. 

Research on the impact of outdoors advertising has
defined the concept of «visual neuromarketing» as a
science that uses tools to discover how certain parts of
the brain react to an advertising stimulus, with the aim
of predicting consumer behaviour and developing
more effective impact strategies; by enhancing the
visual effect of advertising through the mixing colors,
visual perceptions, and impact of sizes and perspecti-

159

© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 157-164

C
om

un
ic

ar
, 3

8,
 X

IX
, 2

01
2

The advertising message incorporates a set of ideas that 
the advertiser wants to transmit to a previously defined
audience in order to achieve the established objectives. 
The advertising message must be consistent with the content
of the advertiser’s communication strategy and, as a result,
the previous creative processes should take into account the
chromatic aspects involved in working documents such as
the story board or story reel. The set of variables that must
be assessed when planning an advertising strategy must
include the advertiser’s corporate image and identity, in
which colors play a really important role.



ves (Vera, 2010: 155-174). In this regard and as pre-
vious steps for a posterior analysis that leads to a cohe-
rent decision-making process, it is a priority to objecti-
vely quantify and inventory the use of color in adverti-
sing. This is the ultimate goal of our approach.

This research is guided by three hypotheses: 1)
Each advertiser uses a preferred color combination; 2)
There are dominant color combinations in advertising
targeting children; 3) The use of color in TV adverti-
sements corresponds to the main color ranges used in
the brand’s logo. The objective of this research is to
perform an objective measurement of color that allows
describing its use in audiovisual advertising aimed at
children and to compare it with the use of color in the
logo of each advertiser.

3. Materials and methodology
Different techniques were used to undertake this

research. Firstly, a literature review was conducted to
build the theoretical framework. This was followed by
a content analysis of a sample of TV advertisements.
Finally, the obtained data was processed and analy-
sed.

With regards to the literature review, it included
primary and secondary bibliographic sources and
periodicals in order to establish the latest theoretical
and empirical advances in the subject under study and
to define the significant communication variables in
relation to the use of color in TV advertising in Spain.

The research team firstly reviewed the selected
ads as a whole and later analysed them through scre-
enshots taken every five seconds (zero, five, ten, fifte-
en and twenty seconds to be precise). Thus, five scre-
enshots of the each ad, which lasted about 20
seconds, were examined. Then the most appropriate
color measurement system was identified. The rese-
arch team tested several video editing programs such
as Final Cut Pro and noticed that while they showed
a color map, they did not quantify each color separa-
tely, and only provided an overview of the color range
and dynamics of values in the histogram.

The program called Matlab has been used as a
validated system in research on artificial vision and
image processing. Matlab’s function is to automatically
divide the different color regions in black and white
images, which results in an image in which the color
regions are labelled with the percentage in which each
color appears. This program was chosen to perform
the objective measure of color in the sample of ads.

To carry out the study it was necessary to create a
database of color images to train, test and validate the
system created for the identification of the different

colors. This database consisted of the original images
selected from each of the analysed ads. The ads’ scre-
enshots were selected with the program called
«MPEG Streamclip» Video Converter for Mac OS X
(version 1.9.1.)2 and captured with the program called
«Instantánea»3 for Mac OS X. 

After the database of color images was created,
Matlab4 was used to identify the different colors. The
design of the different algorithms was based on diffe-
rent RGB color spaces. Thus, each color under study
was defined through a series of parameters that inclu-
ded different tonal variants of each color.

The system was programmed and tested so that
once implemented it could provide efficient and effec-
tive results. An inventory of the predominant color ele-
ments in the sample of commercials was developed.
To be precise, the variable that defines the predomi-
nant concept is obtained from the result achieved for
each color that was defined and confined by the rese-
archers, applied in each case to the analysis made with
Matlab. The research team established a variable for
each color to develop the inventory in each of the
selected screenshots, which are treated as temporary
spaces. Afterwards, Matlab was used to determine the
presence of each color in percentage terms, as well as
a graphic image of each analysis and the black and
white images that graphically indicate the color under
analysis. The data analysis included all the images
selected from the commercials. A top ten ranking was
created for the use of each color in the temporary spa-
ces taken in the 0, 5, 10, 15 and 20 second marks.

3.1. Sample Design
The selection of the convenience sample grouped

all advertisers considered by «Infoadex» as part of the
«sports and leisure» sector, which comprises 15 adver-
tisers of products and services traditionally considered
as targeting children, such as toys, toys retailers and lei-
sure parks, as well as self-promotion ads of other tele-
vision networks. The total number of ads analysed is
184. The children-aimed Disney Channel network
was chosen because Kantar Media identified it as the
leader of open-to-air television audience during
November 2009 in Spain. In November there is a
great advertising investment in the children’s market
because it is close to the Christmas campaign.

Table 1 shows the privileged position occupied by
Disney Channel in comparison to other theme channels
targeting young au diences5.

4. Results 
More than 5,500 data and image elements were
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analysed. To be pre-
cise, the use of six
colors was examined
in 184 TV ads divi-
ded into five tempo-
rary spaces, i.e.
screens hots taken in
the 0, 5, 10, 15 and
20 second marks of
the ads. 

The analysis first -
ly provides data on
the dominant colors
in each advertiser
and the total sample
of ads. Then it focu-
ses on the color
composition of each
advertiser’s logo, and
compares it with the use of color in their TV ads. 

Thus, the advertiser that uses red in their ads the
most is Cuatro (98%). This advertiser is followed by
Bizak and Famosa, whose use of red color slightly
exceed 80%. Finally Bandai and Giro slightly surpass
60%.

Regarding the use of green color in TV ads, Gio -
chi Preziosi stands out with almost 70%. This adverti-
ser is followed by IMC and Mega Bloks (65%-60%).
Finally, the use of green by Playmobil, Cefa Toys and
Bizak ranges from 50% and 60%.

The blue color is used to a greater extent by IMC,
in about 78%, followed by Bandai with 61% and Bizak
which uses blue at different percentages that oscillate

between 60% and 52%, according to the analysis of
their ads. 

The use of the yellow color is dominant in the ads
by Giro, with a presence of 76%, followed closely by
Mattel with 74%. The presence of yellow in ads by
Bizak and Simba ranges between 60 and 70%. Finally,
the use of yellow by Famosa and Zapf Creation ranges
between 50% and 60%.

With regards to the use of the black color, Hasbro
occupies the first place with 97%. Playmobil also
stands out for its use of black in its ads with 94%, follo-
wed closely by Bandai (92%) and Cefa Toys (90%),
and no so closely by Giochi Preziosi with 86%. 

The white color is used by Nintendo DS in 97%,
which is followed by Simba
with 90%, El Corte Inglés
and Playmobil with percen-
tages between 88% and
90%. Other advertisers that
stand out for the dominant
use of white in their ads are
Bandai and My Little Pony
with percentages between
86% and 88%. The compari-
son between the use of the
previous colors in the TV
ads and the presence of
these colors in advertisers’
logos provides interesting
data that deserve to be high-
lighted.

Firstly, Bandai’s logo has
white letters over a red back-
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Table 1: Audience of theme channels.

Table 2: Number and types of ads from the sports and leisure sector on Disney Channel.



ground, but Bandai’s use of red in its ads is in seventh
place in comparison to the other advertisers, with a
percentage slightly over 60%. Bandai’s use of the color
white, which is also present in its logo, is in eighth
place with 87%.

Bizak’s logo also has white letters on a red oval
background. Bizak’s use of red in its ads ranked fifth in
comparison to other advertisers that use red the most,
and did not ranked in the use of the color white.

Cefa Toys’ logo has different colors, such as
green, red, blue, white and yellow, and is by far the
most colorful. However, Cefa Toys’ use of black in its
ads is outstanding, despite this color is not present in its
logo. Cuatro has two versions of its logo. One version
has red over white and the other white over a red
background. The first logo stands out in its use of the
color red in its ads.  Famosa’s logo uses a blue typo-
graphy over a white background. However, Famosa’s
use of blue or white in ads is not dominant. Famosa
only stands out in the predominant use of red, in 80%
of the ad. The logo of Giro Toys and Games uses blue
and red over a white background, however, the pre-
dominant color in its ads is yellow (74%).

Giochi Preziosi’s logo has a clear predominance of
green, and uses white and black to a lesser extent.
Giochi Preziosi is the advertiser that uses green the
most (78%), and also one of the advertisers that uses
black most significantly (86%). Hasbro, like Giochi
Preziosi, stands out for the dominant use of green in its
logo. However, the analysis shows that it is the leader
in the use of black in TV ads, with 97%.

El Corte Inglés has a logo that uses white over a
green background, but its TV ads occupy the fourth
place in the use of white (89%).

Simba’s logo uses red letters and white and green
elements, but the predominant colors in Simba’s ads
are white (90%) and yellow (59%). The colors white,
red and green also appear in IMC’s logo, but the pre-
dominant colors in IMC’s ads are blue (78%) and
green (67%). Mega Bloks’ logo uses red letters with
white edges over a blue background. However, the
predominant color in Mega Bloks’ ads is green, which
puts it in the fifth place among the sample of adverti-
sers. My Little Pony’s logo has two versions, but both
of them use white (67.5%) and red (32.3%).
However, My Little Pony occupies the ninth place in
the use of white in TV ads, and almost always as a
background color. The logo of Nintendo DS is predo-
minantly white (94%) and uses black typography
(4.7%). Regarding the use of these colors in the ads,
Nintendo DS occupies the first place in the use of
white, with 97%. Playmobil’s logo is colored blue

(with 89.6%) and white (10.4%). However, Play -
mobil’s ads stand out for the predominant use of black,
which occupies the second place in comparison to
other advertisers with nearly 94%. The logo of Simba
(MB and SMB) is colored white in 82% and red in
11.7%. According to the analysis, Simba is the third
advertiser that uses white the most in its TV ads (in
89%).

When compared to the other advertisers, Educa,
ActiVision, Lego, Meccano, Fisher Price, Parker,
Planet 51, Rescue Pals, nor Zapf Creation stand out
for the predominant use of any of the analysed colors
in their ads. With regards to their logos, Educa uses
black, red, yellow and white. Meanwhile, ActiVision’s
logo has black letters over a white background. LE -
GO’s logo has red, white and black colors. Meccano’s
logo has red letters over a white background. Fisher
Price’s logo has white letters over a red background
but the use of these colors is not predominant in ads.
Parker predominantly uses black and white in its logo
but not in its ads. Planet 51 uses white (63%) and
green (23.4%) in its logo, but does not use any of these
colors predominantly in its TV ads. Rescue Pals uses a
white background and yellow, green and black in its
logo, but does not use any of these colors predomi-
nantly in its ads. Zapf Creation uses white (98.9%)
and red (1.9%) in its logo, but does not use any of
these colors predominantly in its ads.

By examining the predominant colors in the whole
sample of ads we can identify the following dominant
percentages: black 22.71%, green 20.72%, white
16.75%, red 14.55%, yellow 11.54% and blue 8.82%.

The following table presents the results of this
research on the use of color by advertisers, by compa-
ring the colors used in the logo and the TV ads. 

5. Conclusion 
Color can be an element of communicative effi-

ciency if it is used in optimal conditions of vision and is
managed communicatively in the right way. Other -
wise, color will become a mere decorative element.

Advertisers that use one color dominantly exhibit a
percentage of use comparatively unequal according to
the advertised product, which indicates certain arbitra-
riness. Thus, we can affirm that the first hypothesis has
been proved: each advertiser uses a preferred combi-
nation of colors. It can be inferred that this practice
demonstrates that advertisers take into account the dif-
ferential position of their brands and take strategic
decisions in relation to the use of color. 

The second hypothesis, which proposed the exis-
tence of dominant color combinations in advertising

162

© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 157-164

C
om

un
ic

ar
, 3

8,
 X

IX
, 2

01
2



targeting children, has been also demonstrated. The
most widely used color is black, although its use secon-
dary, as background. Green is the color mostly used in
the main elements of the ads, with a percentage of
20.72%, and red is the third most used color. The use
of blue occupies the last place behind yellow.
However, the percentages achieved by each color do
not indicate significant differences. The analysis did
not detect a dominance of pink or blue, which are
colors culturally associated with children’s products.

Regarding the third and last hypothesis, the com-
parison between the brands’ logos and TV ads has
confirmed that advertisers do not take coherent deci-
sions in relation to the use of color. Thus, a brand can
use different color combinations in its logo and its TV
ads. The majority of advertisers targeting children use
color to create contrast and highlight the product, its
features or benefits at the expense of the consistency
in the brand’s corporate image. However, the appro-
ach of this descriptive research has not confirmed
these aspects, which could motivate a future line of
study.

The study proves that the advertisers Cuatro and
Giochi Preziosi use colors with certain consistency in
their logos and TV ads. Regarding the use of the color
white in logos, it serves as background for most adver-
tisers. The color white only provides contrast to anot-
her color that is aimed to identify the advertiser and is
placed on the foreground of the logo. The analysis
neither detected coherence between the use of the
logo’s main color (apart from white) and the dominant
color used in the TV ads of each advertiser, except in
the cases described above. 

Therefore, it must be pointed out that the third
hypothesis is demonstrated: a brand’s use of color in
TV advertising does not correspond to the main color
combinations used in its logo.

We have identified certain limitations in the re -
search. It would have been interesting to incorporate
some type of measurement or analysis of children’s
color processing, reception and preferences. It would
have been also useful to investigate the views of the
sample of advertisers on the strategic decision-making
on the use of color and the intentions behind it.
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In relation to the possible future lines of research,
we understand that the quantification of color and its
comparative study could be extended to other media
and platforms in addition to television and brand visual
identity. Another line to be considered could include
the use of color in texts created for communication
and education purposes, either in written or audiovi-
sual form. 

Notes
1 Media advertising investment reached 12,699.4 million euros in
2009 and 14,915.7 million in 2008. (www.infoadex.es/ estu dios/ re -
sumen2010.pdf). 
2 Matlab’s official website (www.mathworks.es). 
3 Theme channels targeting children in open-to-air television:
Boomerang, Clan TV, Disney Channel and Disney XD.
4 Prior to the analogue switch-off dates.
5 Determination based on the obtained audience data.
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ABSTRACT 
This paper discusses the main characteristics of advertising discourse in relation to childhood and its engagement
with children’s view of this stage of life, in line with «new social studies» and critical discourse analysis. This discus-
sion seeks to complement the functionalist perspective of communication studies in the field of advertising content
analysis by incorporating a discursive focus, taking into account contextual issues that may condition the interpreta-
tion of messages. Firstly, discourse analysis was used as a means of exploring social representations, identifying ste-
reotypes employed in children’s advertising in order to establish the possible functions of the message. To contrast
these findings, group interviews were conducted with 10 and 11 year-old boys and girls from middle-income families
in Santiago, Chile. A comparison of both findings reveals a complex and relational notion of childhood. Children see
themselves as burdened by parents, and adulthood as an effective lack of liberty, where the archetypes reveal an
image of the adult world as a state of loss with respect to the exercise of creativity, imagination and freedom. These
archetypes correlate to children’s television output, where a number of shows ridicule the image of adults through
irony and parody, presenting them as incompetent in their roles as parents and in their moral authority.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
El artículo analiza las principales características que presenta el discurso de la publicidad respecto de la infancia, y
su relación con la perspectiva que los niños tienen de esta etapa de la vida, tomado como referencia los «nuevos
estudios sociales» y el análisis crítico de discursos. Con esto, se busca complementar la perspectiva funcionalista de
los estudios de comunicación en el ámbito del análisis de contenido, incorporando un enfoque discursivo que con-
sidere los aspectos contextuales, que puedan condicionar la interpretación de los mensajes publicitarios. El método
utilizado, en una primera etapa, fue el análisis de discurso aplicado a la publicidad infantil, donde se establecieron
las funciones posibles del mensaje, con el objetivo de explorar las representaciones sociales e identificar los estereo -
tipos utilizados para generar estos spots publicitarios. En una segunda etapa, y para contrastar los hallazgos obteni-
dos, se realizaron entrevistas grupales a niños y niñas de estrato socio-económico medio de 10 y 11 años, de la ciu-
dad de Santiago de Chile. Al confrontar ambos resultados, se destaca una noción compleja y relacional de infancia.
Una visión de sí mismos como niños agobiados por los adultos y de la adultez como ausencia de libertad efectiva, y
donde los arquetipos identificados hablan de una imagen del mundo adulto como condición de pérdida respecto del
ejercicio de la creatividad, la imaginación y la libertad. Estos arquetipos tienen su correlato en la oferta televisiva
infantil, donde en buena parte de sus series, la imagen del adulto es ridiculizada a través de la ironía y la parodia,
mostrándolos como poco competentes en sus roles de padres y en su autoridad moral.
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1. Introduction
This paper discusses some characteristics of televi-

sion advertising discourse in relation to childhood.
These characteristics will be contrasted in the final dis-
cussion with children’s view of this stage of life. While
the representation of childhood in advertising can be
understood as a reflection of societal discourse on this
stage, and the role assigned to child and adult from a
discursive perspective, important questions are raised
about its influence on the construction of the same
social discourse from a child’s perspective. This repre-
sentation seeks to complement advertising discourse
studies that follow the paradigm of the influence of
advertising, where childhood is seen as a vulnerable
state in which the child fails to become a full subject of
interpretation (Fernández, 2006; Bringué, 2001;
Young, 1990). By contrast, from a discursive perspec-
tive the process that occurs between the production
and interpretation of the message is not linear, but rat-
her is built on contextual aspects of the interpretation
of messages (Vergara & Chávez, 2010).

This discussion is of particular importance consi-
dering children’s high exposure to television adverti-
sing, the place it occupies in their daily lives and, the-
refore, the prompt assimilation of minors into the logic
of consumption. This prominence has raised concerns
in different quarters about the possible effects of tele-
vision advertising on a young audience. As Perales and
Pérez-Chica (2008) point out, the scientific literature
in relation to childhood presents a general consensus
on the role of media in three areas: the role played in
the acquisition of knowledge, values, attitudes and pat-
terns of behavior; the way in which this influence is
concurrent on the cognitive, attitudinal and factual
level; and its presence in the formation of stereotypes,
identity guidelines and, therefore, in the production of
meaning. Advertising in particular has been the subject
of constant preoccupation, expressed through wides-
pread international regulation of advertising aimed at
children (Ferrer, 2007). 

2. Conceptual framework
Childhood has emerged as a specific study topic in

the field of «new social studies». The so-called «con-
ceptual autonomy of children» elevates childhood to
an object of study in its own right rather than a secon-
dary component of family environment, education,
public policy or other sectors (Prout, 2001). This does
not imply its study in isolation, but rather a conceptual
autonomy that allows a better understanding of the
inclusion of children in institutional settings, and
ongoing relationship with socio-historical changes and

gender, class, ethnicity and other areas. These studies
have, in parallel, begun to explain moral, cognitive and
social competence in children, contradicting traditional
research based on rigid methodologies and disabling
assumptions on childhood (Mayall, 2001; Christensen
& James, 2000; Greene & Hill, 2005; Woodhead &
Faulkner, 2000).

In this light, how children face the world around
them, determined increasingly by new skills and cultu-
ral values associated with consumption, is of particular
importance. We find generations who, in consequen-
ce, construct their subjectivity on new bases, increa-
singly defined by images issuing from the media
(Vergara & Vergara, 2008). In this regard, advertising
is a substantial part of the social construct in the sense
that it projects an image of society, the creation of
meanings and patterns of behavior. Thus, the recep-
tion of advertising and its relation to the perception of
social reality, is a process of cultural formation where
knowledge of reality is structured to guide, understand
and participate in daily interactions (Belmonte &
Guillamon, 2005). Advertising, then, delivers models,
new meanings, values, behavior patterns and ways of
thinking and interpreting reality (Catalán, 1982; Lo mas,
2001; Vergara & Rodriguez, 2010). In this context, the
question of children’s advertising discourse, and the
mediation of children as subjects of action and inter-
pretation, becomes particularly relevant.

In the case of Chile, two factors should be taken
into account when approaching children’s advertising.
First, the role of television as a mainstay of traditional
media advertising, which in 2010 reached 48.2% of
the total investment in the case of broadcast television,
and 3,9% in cable (ACHAP, 2010). Second, accor-
ding to data released by the National Television
Coun cil (CNTV, 2008, 2010), the penetration of
pay-TV reached 43,3%, significantly increasing chil-
dren’s television output through niche channels aimed
at this segment, thus becoming an important media
platform for advertising to children. In the case of bro-
adcast television, programming targeted to boys and
girls aged 6 to 12 years reached 12% of the general
programming offering in all-ages segments. The per-
centage of advertising accounted for 22% of the totality
of programming for this segment, translating to appro-
ximately thirteen minutes of advertising per hour of
programming. Finally, regarding the distribution of
children’s offerings by sector, the highest concentra-
tion was seen in «Toys and Entertainment», followed
by «Food», with 39.9% and 22.8% respectively.

As Uribe (2005) notes, the increased output of
children’s products and television content has resulted
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in substantial changes in how advertising represents
childhood, delivering a proposal and vision with res-
pect to it. One aspect of this is the economic empo-
werment of children in their consumption decisions.
According to relevant studies conducted since 2003 by
CNTV, McCann-Erickson and Research Chile (2003),
children between 8 and 13 were able to decide, dis-
criminate and influence purchase decisions, a reality
incorporated by parents as part of the education
expected for a child of that age. In parallel, school was
the main area of consumption for this age segment,
reflected in that 78% claimed to regularly receive
money from their parents for this purpose. This money
was destined primarily to satisfy food needs through
snacks2. Interestingly, this type of consumption occurs
across the board in all socioeconomic groups.

3. Methodology
If we consider that children’s television advertising

disseminates not only content, but also establishes a
relationship with its audience through the representa-
tion of imaginary meanings, behaviors, and mediations
through the product, its study should shift from content
analysis to discourse analysis. In this sense, a discourse
is determined by production conditions and a linguistic
system (Bardin, 1986: 168-169). The analysis of chil-
dren’s advertising, then, seeks to establish the possible
functions of message on a connotative, contextual and
relational level in order to explore their social repre-
sentations. Amigo
(2007) postulates
that discourse
analysis, stemming
both from the de -
velopment of Prag -
matic Lin guis tics
and the Theory of

Speech acts, considers an
important part of the
communication proces-
ses to be located at the
level of connotation; in
other words, that which
is not explicit, but impli-
cit. Hence, the ways
through which meaning
is given to the implicit are
not relegated to enco-
ding and decoding, but
correspond to networks
of meaning and logics of
interpretation that reveal

cognitive strategies. These strategies operate, in turn,
as «common sense», enabling meanings and interpre-
tations broadly in line within the same socio-cultural
context; in other words, the connotative dimension of
the messages. One of the key aspects through which
logics of meaning in children’s advertising can be iden-
tified is through the characterization of stereotypes,
defined as the use of images, messages and social roles
associated with products belonging to the collective
imagination, and which are consciously simplified for
quick and easy reception (Sánchez-Aranda, 2002).

As Bardin (1986: 23) points out, in this type of
analysis there are no ready-made templates, only basic
patterns that are in general difficult to transfer. This
complexity explains why methodological approaches
to advertising copy can vary significantly, both in terms
of theoretical perspectives as in their stated objectives
(Capdevila & Fernández, 2006: 176). Considering all
this, we chose to design a grid for the analysis that
would help identify, from an interpretive perspective,
the discourses of advertising to children on the basis of
the main stereotypes in use. These received a subjec-
tive grading on a scale of 10 to 100 to determine their
place within the discourse of advertising4. Due to its
qualitative character, this grid did not work with a
representative base of a determined universe; rather, it
expanded on the meaning of the messages5. Thus, the
validity of the analysis is, in accordance with
Krippendorff (1990: 230), of an external kind in the

Figure 1. Television advertising for Boys and Girls (6-12), by sector. Year 2010
Source: CNTV, Advertisement in adolescent and children’s programming, 2010.

Table 1. What do you buy with the money you receive?
(*) Cookies, snacks, juices, sweets, caramels, soft drinks, chocolates and snack bars. Source: CNTV (2003).



sense that the results effectively reflect real phenome-
na sensitive to context, and where, rather than measu-
ring, the intention is to capture the richness and com-
plexity of advertising copy.

The selection of the test sample was of an inten-
tional type6. For this purpose, we defined a sample of
commercials that met two criteria: being directed at
boys and girls aged 6 to 12 years, and that promoted
the consumption of food (snacks). These criteria were
adopted due to the percentage of children’s advertising
devoted to this sector (see figure 1), and the consump-
tion of snacks in this segment (see table 1).

4. Presentation of results
The first thing we note in the analyzed commer-

cials are the different forms taken on by the relation
between fantasy and reality in one discourse, with a
marked role of men in terms of gender. In this context,
we have identified four stereotypes associated directly
with children and their environment, consisting mainly
of parents and peers. First, in relation to their peers, is
the image of the boy, which manifests in two poles: on
the one hand, and with greater prominence, the stere-
otype that we have termed the clever/ -
erotized boy, in which he expresses the
role of male conqueror with respect to
adult women; on the other hand, the
repre sentation that has been termed
good/ responsible boy, who, although
never shown explicitly, is invited to play
a critical role in unjust situations.
Secondly, the adult is presented in two
polarities of equal prominence: the stere-
otype of the Ridiculed Adult with respect
to their role, primarily as a father-mother
and husband-wife; and the Ridiculed
Adult in its moralizing, the child «must be» variant. A
common element of these polarities is the role assigned
to the presence of the child: the ability to summarize
and resolve inconsistencies of the world and of adult
discourse.

This is seen in the analysis of Costa cereal com-
mercials, where a central character named «Monkey»,
a rag doll who assumes an adult role, goes to a massa-
ge parlor to be attended by a model. His attitude is that
of an adult-child who seeks, disingenuously, to be
caressed sensually by the woman, thus showing that
he is a man of success as he eats the cereal bar. Inte -
res tingly, when the woman calls a male masseur to
continue the job, the character leaves the stretcher sta-
ting that he feels fine. In this manner, the pleasure the
woman’s massage causes is presented alongside the

flavour of the cereal bar, transforming both pleasures
into one sensory experience. In this context, the pro-
duct acts as a mediator of the existence and validation
of these feelings as acceptable for the child. In a
second commercial of the same brand, the same cha-
racter appears in a family kitchen with two children,
assuming the position of an adult through a moralizing
discourse about the importance of sharing, a value he
himself is not willing to practice with their cereal, thus
ridiculing the moral discourse of the adult world. Here
again, the relationship of the product with the child
demonstrates the ability to assess adult discourse as a
formalism without relation to reality, in which the indi-
vidual takes precedence over solidarity with others.

In the case of Nestlé chocolate commercials, the
two featured characters are young Chilean children’s
television stars who invite children to be photographed
next to the chocolate, and present positive demands
through a printed ad: how to care for animals, the
environment, or rejection of «bullying», all this with the
aim of encouraging viewers to participate in a contest
for invitations to a music concert. This space of revolt
against certain practices (the slogan being: Trencito

chocolate became a rebel), is confined to an expres-
sion of intent and the possibility of winning a contest,
removing true protagonism of the children with regard
to their stated demands. Thus, their claims do not
generate a real impact, but rather are merely stated,
which appears to suffice in place of the realization in
practice or action.

Finally, in the Bilz & Pap soft drink commercials,
the central theme is the constant combination of ele-
ments of reality with fiction, ridiculing adults in their
roles and naïveté with respect to the confusing situa-
tions and daily gags created by the children. In one
commercial, this occurs through the confusion caused
by the arrival of an alleged boyfriend of the grandmot-
her, who happens to be a cat, which disrupts the
family. In another commercial of the same beverage, a
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son with many twin brothers causes a similar confu-
sion for the parents. Although in both cases the chil-
dren manage to make fun of the adults in the home,
and obtain recognition as the smartest in the eyes of
their peers, it is worth noting that they emerge as arti-
culators of the dynamics and sociability of the family.
Without their presence and ability to reveal the poten-
tial inadequacy and ridiculous nature of the adult
world, family life is presented as devoid of all routine
and playful dimension.

In discursive terms, it is interesting that note that
there is no sign of the existence of a relationship with
the adult world itself, but rather a proposal of reality
built from within the child’s world, where everyday
life is infused with fantasy elements. In this proposal,
irreverent criticism of the adult world comes in two
dimensions: ridicule of adults in their roles and moral
discourse. This irreverence towards adulthood be -
comes the space where the stereotype of the masculine
clever-child is structured, which takes advantage of the
incompetence and stupidity of adults to demonstrate pri-
macy among his peers. The child-adult manipulates
situations, seizes the moment, works only for himself,
and finally uses his status as a child to escape difficult
situations without having to answer for his actions.

The archetype of the clever-child, prominent in
the commercials we have analyzed, has its counterpart
in children’s television output, which is built to a large
degree on characters with these features. As an exam-
ple, we can cite two representative cases. One is the
children’s series The Simpsons, which shows a family
immersed in daily life and irony. Both the aesthetics
and the situations presented are based on excess and
sarcasm about the reality and discursive elements of
television. The father of the family seems more con-
cerned with himself than his children, and the mother
is portrayed as distracted and without depth. Despite
their antics, the children of the family often seem more
reasonable than their parents, and must play a signifi-
cant role in solving the problems their parents tend to
generate. The other case is the children’s series The
Fairly OddParents, in which the main character is a 10
year old boy who lives with both parents who pay little
attention, leaving him in charge of a selfish and unca-
ring young nanny. However, the chilld has the support
of two fairy godparents with magical powers, who
grant wishes that tend to solve his problems. Despite
the tragic nature of the story, the series is presented in
ironic and sarcastic language, its characters not neces-
sarily good or bad, but rather morally weak and selfish,
or kind-hearted, once they repent. 

This media context is aligned with the advertising

discourse we have analyzed, having endowed its cha-
racters with the attitudes of the protagonists of the
series mentioned above. In a world wrecked by the
incompetence of adults, a personal narrative is valued,
with a discourse geared to the child’s recognition by
his peers, and portrayal of children as successful, supe-
rior to their parents, and equipped with the necessary
skills to break the rules of the adult world, thus achie-
ving what they seek, which is generally their own ple-
asure. Along with this archetype a second, less pro-
nounced discursive role is that of the good and respon-
sible child, dedicated to just causes. This does not
achieve the success of the stereotype of the child-
adult, however; his role is limited to a concern that is
rewarded with the possibility of a promotional prize.
Here there is no cunning or ingenuity as in the pre-
vious case, only passivity after reporting a just cause.
No more is expected of him, there is no role other
than to wait for a possible prize, and the question of
what will happen to his demands is not asked. In short,
he can’t be considered a responsible person.

In the above analysis, childhood is seen as a state
separate from the adult world, in which the child is
encouraged to act according to his desire and personal
benefit. However, no instances of mediation and rela-
tionship with the adult world materialize. In this sense,
childhood is seen as the possibility of enjoying a rela-
tionship devoid of responsibility for the immediate
environment.

5. Discussion
The results presented in the previous section pose

the following questions about the meaning and uses of
advertising to children: To what extent do these repre-
sentations influence those of boys and girls with res-
pect to childhood?; how are the stereotypes we have
identified used and socialized? Confronting these
results with the perspective of children with respect to
childhood, it is possible to establish some relations bet-
ween the two discourses. According to recent, non-
directive group interviews7 with children of 10 and 11
years of middle socioeconomic status, both in mixed
contexts and single sex, a sometimes desolate image of
adulthood is revealed, presented as a state of loss in
which, due to life circumstances, the exercise of ima-
gination, creativity and freedom itself becomes impos-
sible. At other times, the use of irony, and outright
parody, seems to help these children to forgive the fra-
gile, hesitant and irrational character of adults. In this
context, the image of adults is ridiculed in a similar
manner to that found in advertising discourse, revea-
ling their lack of competence in their roles as parents
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and teachers, thus disqualifying their moral authority. 
The origin of this coincidence is worth pondering:

Is advertising understanding certain discursive pheno-
mena present in children and magnifying them to serve
its objectives?; is advertising meant to influence the
way children conceive adulthood? Likely, both pro-
cesses occur simultaneously and interdependently: a
certain demystification of the role and authority of the
adult is an expression of sociocultural changes in inter-
generational relations, which are picked up early by
advertising, and, at the same time, children use their
narratives to configure their discourse and relationship
with the adult world. It is also interesting to compare
the image that advertising discourse presents of a child
capable of exerting social criticism and demands in the
face of adulthood and its decisions, with the discourse
of the children interviewed in the investigation. In the
latter case, to give an example, children are very criti-
cal of the constant transgression of an «ethics of dis-
course» by adults (Habermas, 1989; 1991), since,
according to their account, their arguments and rea-
sons are not heard, they are not allowed to dissent,
and the discursive acts of adults involving promises and
commitments of some kind are often not respected
further on.

Moreover, children appear to be developing new
values due, in part, to the influence of media and cul-
tural globalization phenomena, such as respect for
nature, the rights of individuals and non-discrimina-
tion. In Chile, for example, the notion of children’s
rights is being incorporated into their language, beco-
ming in some cases a tool for advocacy. An example of
this is children who, alone or with the support of other
adults, report their parents for physical abuse, or their
schools for acts of discrimination. For Giberti (1997),
who has analyzed similar situations in Argentina, these
cases highlight existing fractures in an adult world that
once seemed more compact, and is currently shown to
children in all its ideological diversity, an issue the latter
tend to perceive clearly. Authors like Garretón (2000)
and Mayall (2002) have observed the emergence of
an «intersubjective ethics» or «moral commitment», in
which children emphasize the interpersonal well-being
of children and adults over rigid principles. Howe ver,
as mentioned above, advertising discourse seems to
have an ambivalent relationship with this critical and
demanding capacity in children, and does not grant
them a role beyond the act of purchasing. A possible
explanation for this is the importance of its commercial
objective, which overtakes other considerations.

Finally, the role of the masculine gender in the
advertising we have analyzed can be explained, in

part, by the stereotypes held by those responsible for
advertising campaigns developed for children’s seg-
ments. It should also be noted that the discourse of the
interviewed children is not necessarily innovative in
terms of gender, as it responds to a traditional perspec-
tive, where the role of women is recognized through
hidden, and in consequence, unseen strategies.

Notes
1 We are grateful to the National Fund for Scientific and Techno -
logical Development of Chile (FONDECYT) for providing the fun-
ding to conduct the research on which this article is based: «Child -
hood from perspective of children. A discursive study of middle
socioeconomic status in Santiago, Chile». (FONDECYT, 1100811).
This study includes co-researchers Paulina Chávez and Mónica
Peña, who have collaborated in the writing of this article, and tech-
nical support from teachers Pablo Contreras and Pedro Vera.
2 Snacks are generally associated with «junk food», and not part of
the day’s meals, but they are used to temporarily satisfy hunger at
any time of day. Their nutritional value is low, containing excess
additives, and do not usually contribute to health.
3 According to market research firm ADIMARK (2004), the socioe-
conomic map of Santiago is structured as follows: upper strata
(ABC1): 11.3%, middle strata (C2): 20.1% medium-low strata (C3):
25.6% lower strata (D): 34.5% and extreme poverty (E): 8.5%.
4 The identification of advertising stereotypes, defined as categories,
was conducted in an inductive manner; in other words, exploring
the advertising text in order to identify the relevant aspects.
5 The grid design for the analysis of the commercials considered six
columns: Actants (people or animate and inanimate characters);
Place; Audio; Actions, Identified Stereotypes and Grading of Im -
portance.
6 Andréu (2000: 25) notes that intentional sampling does not follow
fixed rules, nor does it or specify in advance the number of units to
select, on the grounds that it may be altered during the investigation,
and with the aim of improving the quality and richness of the infor-
mation. In addition, the selection of more units can be interrupted
when it is understood that it has reached a saturation point by the
amount of information collected.
7 Exploratory study of children of middle socioeconomic status living
in the city of Santiago, Chile, conducted between 2010 and 2011.

Support
This study was funded through the National Fund for Scientific and
Technological Development of Chile, FONDECYT. Regular
Project nº 1100811.

References
ADIMARK (2004). Mapa socioeconómico de Chile. Nivel socioeco-
nómico de los hogares del país basado en datos del Censo. Chile.
(www.adimark.cl/estudios/2.act) (10-10-2011).
AMIGO, B. (2006). Discursos sobre sexualidad en programas de alta
audiencia en la televisión abierta. Santiago de Chile: Ministerio de
Educación. 
ANDRÉU, J. (2000). Las técnicas de análisis de contenido: Una re -
visión actualizada. Andalucía. (http://public.centrodeestudiosan-
daluces.es/pdfs/S200103.pdf) (28-05-2011).
ASOCIACIÓN CHILENA DE AGENCIAS DE PUBLICIDAD (2010). Inver sión
publicitaria en medios 2010. Santiago de Chile: ACHAP (www. -
achap.cl).



C
om

un
ic

ar
, 3

8,
 X

IX
, 2

01
2

© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 167-173

173

BARDIN, L. (1986). Análisis de contenido. Madrid: Akal.
BELMONTE, J. & GUILLAMÓN, S. (2005). Televisión, educación, y
construcción de identidad de los telespectadores. Comunicar, 25.
BRINGUÉ, X. (2001). Publicidad infantil y estrategia persuasiva: un
análisis de contenido. Zer, 10; 107-129.
CAPDEVILA, A. & FERNÁNDEZ, J. (2006). Aplicación de un modelo
re tórico al análisis de la publicidad televisiva. III Simposium de
Profesores Universitarios de Creatividad Publicitaria. Barcelona.
CATALÁN, C. (1982). El mercado de las revistas de actualidad y la
in versión publicitaria: el caso de Chile. Documento de Trabajo,
ILET DEC/D/89. México: ILET (Instituto Latinoamericano de Es -
tu dios Trasnacionales).
CHRISTENSEN, P. & JAMES, A. (Eds.) (2000). Research with Chil -
dren. Perspectives and Practices. London: Falmer Press.
CONSEJO NACIONAL DE TELEVISIÓN (CNTV) (Ed.) (2003). Informe
8/13. Los tweens chilenos. Santiago de Chile. (www.cntv.cl).
CONSEJO NACIONAL DE TELEVISIÓN (CNTV) (Ed.) (2008). En -
cuesta nacional de Televisión. Santiago de Chile. (www.cntv.cl).
CONSEJO NACIONAL DE TELEVISIÓN (CNTV) (Ed.) (2010). Pu bli -
cidad en la programación infantil y adolescente. Santiago de Chile.
(www.cntv.cl).
FERNÁNDEZ, J. (2006). La publicitat infantil a Televisió de Ca ta lu -
nya. Barcelona: Consell de l’Audiovisual de Catalunya.
FERRER, M. (2007). Los anuncios de juguetes en la campaña de
Navidad. Comunicar, 29; 135-142.
GARRETÓN, M.A. (2000). La sociedad en que vivi(re)mos: intro-
ducción sociológica al cambio de siglo. Santiago de Chile: Lom.
GILBERTI, E. (1997). Las éticas y la adopción. Buenos Aires: Suda -
mericana.
GREENE, S. & HILL, M. (2005). Researching children’s experience:
methods and methodological issues. In GREENE, S. & HOGAN, D.
(Eds.). Researching Children’s Experience: Approaches and Me -
thods. London: Sage; 1-21.
HABERMAS, J. (1989). Teoría de la acción comunicativa: comple-
mentos y estudios previos. Madrid: Cátedra.

HABERMAS, J. (1991). Escritos sobre moralidad y eticidad. Bar -
celona: Paidós.
KRIPPENDORFF, K. (1990). Metodología de análisis de contenido.
Teoría y práctica. Barcelona: Paidós.
LOMAS, C. (2001). La estética de los objetos y la ética de los sujetos.
COMUNICAR, 17; 31-40.
MAYALL, B. (2001). Understanding Childhoods: a London Study. In
ALA NEN, L. & MAYALL, B. (Eds.). Conceptualising Childadult Re -
la tions. London: Routledge Falmer; 114-128.
PERALES, A. & PÉREZ-CHICA, Á. (2008). Aprender la identidad: ¿qué
menores ven los menores en TV? Comunicar, 31.
PROUT, A. (2001). «Preface». In HUTCHBY, I. & MORAN, J. (Eds.).
Children, Technology and Culture. The Impacts of Technologies in
Children’s Everyday Lives. London: Routledge Falmer.
SÁNCHEZ, J.J.; GARCÍA, C.; GRAÑIDO, M. & BERGANZA, M. (2002).
El espejo mágico. La nueva imagen de la mujer en la publicidad
actual. Pamplona: Gobierno Navarro.
URIBE, R. (2005). Características de la publicidad infantil chilena en
tiempos de mayor acceso a los medios y a los bienes de consumo.
Estudios de Administración, 12, 2. Santiago de Chile.
VERGARA, A. & CHÁVEZ, P. (2010). Televidencia y vida cotidiana de
la infancia. Un estudio de casos con niños y niñas de Santiago.
Polis, 26.
VERGARA-DEL SOLAR, A. & VERGARA-LEYTON, E. (2008). La TV en
la vida de la infancia: estudio de caso en Santiago de Chile. Co mu -
nicar, 31; 331-337.
VERGARA-LEYTON, E. & RODRÍGUEZ-SALINEROS, M. (2010). El im -
pacto social y cultural de la publicidad entre los jóvenes chilenos.
Comunicar, 35; 113-119.
YOUNG, B. (1990). Television Advertising and Children. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.
WOODHEAD, M. & FAULKNER, D. (2000). Subjects, Objects or Par -
ti  cipants? Dilemmas of Psychological Research with Children. In
CHRIS TENSEN, P. & JAMES, A. (Eds.). Research with Children. Pers   -
 pec tives and Practices. London: Falmer Press; 9-35.



174

© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293

C
om

un
ic

ar
, 3

8,
 X

IX
, 2

01
2

All «Comunicar» on your screen
www.comunicarjournal.com (English version)
www.revistacomunicar.com (Spanish version)



l Felipe Gértrudix & Manuel Gértrudix
Toledo & Madrid (Spain)

Music in Virtual Worlds. Study on
the Representation Spaces

La música en los mundos inmersivos. Estudio sobre los espacios de representación

v  Dr. Felipe Gértrudix-Barrio is Contracted Professor of the Department of the Didactics of Musical at the 
Faculty of Education of Toledo of the University of Castilla-La Mancha (Spain) (felipe.gertrudix@uclm.es).

v  Dr. Manuel Gértrudix-Barrio is Associate Professor of the Department of Communication Sciences at the 
Faculty of Communication Sciences of the University Rey Juan Carlos (Spain) (manuel.gertrudix@urjc.es).

http://dx.doi.org/10.3916/C38-2012-03-09

ABSTRACT 
Sites for representing music have been classified by the equipollence between their expressive value and transmission
value. In this dialectic game, the media have had a determining influence as an intervening space, from music ima-
gined on the radio to its visual representation on a screen to today’s multimodal display created through the integra-
tion of current existing media that expand music’s potential both in terms of production and consumption. An interest
in ‘cross-media’ is the basis for this research which focuses on its most integrated and interactive aspect: immersive
worlds. The aim is to classify the environments of immersive worlds through analyzing those most used as spaces
for musical representation. Documentary research techniques have been used in order to obtain: a census of current
immersive musical environments, and a functional analysis of important cases. Through this analysis, various propo-
sals are made for uses for immersive worlds, from both a technical perspective as well as from their potential as an
interactive medium. In the conclusion, the possibilities for musical representation offered by these metaverses are
assessed and possible future scenarios are discussed.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
Los lugares de representación de la música han estado definidos por la equipolencia entre su valor expresivo y su
valor de transmisión. En este juego dialéctico comunicativo, los medios de comunicación han jugado un peso deter-
minante como espacios mediados: desde una ensoñación musical radiofónica a una visualización de la representa-
ción de la música en la pantalla hasta llegar a una exposición multimodal merced a la integración de los medios exis-
tentes en la actualidad en donde la música se ha visto amplificada tanto desde su actividad productiva como desde
su consumo. Es precisamente en este «cruce de medios» donde surge el interés de esta investigación y, en concreto,
en su extensión más integradora e interactiva: los mundos inmersivos. Como objetivo, se pretende realizar la carac-
terización de los entornos inmersivos musicales a partir del análisis de los más utilizados como espacio de represen-
tación. La técnica documental ha sido el método usado con el fin de obtener un registro censal de los espacios inmer-
sivos musicales actuales y un análisis funcional de casos significativos. A partir de este análisis se exponen diversas
posibilidades de aplicación de los entornos inmersivos tanto desde un punto de vista técnico como desde su capaci-
dad como medio interactivo. Como conclusión, se lleva a cabo una evaluación acerca de la oportunidad que estos
metaversos ofrecen a la representación musical en la que, en forma de discusión, se plantean nuevos escenarios futu-
ros.
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1. Introduction
It is an axiom to state that music is communicative

in nature. Throughout human history sound, as artistic
performance, has been of great importance and exer-
ted a vital influence on human beings as a communi-
cative power, regardless of the age, culture or place
where it was performed. The communicative value of
music has benefited from the arrival of the mass media,
particularly in terms of its representational potential.
We have progressed from radio, as an imagined musi-
cal space, or TV and cinema as ideal locations for
visualising musical representation, to the current third
phase where this communicative potential has been
expanded. The concept of cross-media has transfor-
med and revolutionised all forms of audible represen-
tation, making a union between different approaches
and the expressive possibilities of music feasible.

The street, the castle, the countryside, the palace,
the theatre, café, temple, assembly hall… These are
just some of the different places where music has been
performed throughout history. Exceptional places for
hosting a particular musical sound, a style, a genre, or
an instrumental and/or vocal performance defined by
the characteristics, fashions and taste of each age and/ -
or people.

Before the arrival of the media, spaces dedicated
to musical representation were necessarily places
known by the listeners. Music, always performed live,
began as a symbolic representation of different socie-
ties: a window through which it was possible to see a
glimpse of a people’s character.

These allegories spread with the arrival of radio,
granting music the power of the media, a power
which had been growing throughout the 20th and
21st centuries. Music from across the world, classical
or modern, performed in familiar and new spaces
were all heard from a single audible source: the radio
receiver. At the dawn of radio broadcasting, music
was transmitted from the traditional locations (thea-
tres, assembly rooms, opera houses etc.). Over time,
radio stations began to create new spaces with suitable
acoustics which could accommodate different types of
music groups. These new representational spaces hel-
ped create new types of music that were tailored to
the radio stations’ characteristics and to listeners’
demands, cultivating principals of loyalty at the same
time.

This led to the emergence of symphony orchestras
specialising in specific genres or styles that were linked
to certain radio stations and demonstrated the creati-
vity of new composers of the time, as occurred in the
majority of German radio orchestras that specialised in

contemporary music (Stuttgart Radio Symphony Or -
chestra, 1945, Bavarian Radio Symphony Orchestra,
1949, Berlin Radio Symphony Orchestra, 1923, WDR
Symphony Orchestra Cologne, 1947). Many of these
orchestras, originally linked to private broadcasters,
were absorbed by the state, as was the case with the
French National Radiobroadcasting Orchestra, known
as the French National Orchestra today.

At the same time as these orchestras performing
‘highbrow’ music were spreading and proliferating,
radio broadcasting of folk and popular music also
emerged with remarkable force. Popular music diffe-
red from folk as it was not linked to a nation or specific
ethic background and was also distinguished by its
short and simple compositions performed by musicians
without formal studies who found their best allies for
broadcasting their music in the mass media.

Musicians of all kinds can find a space of shared
interests in radio that will give them the best coverage.
The listener, in turn, participates by listening, but
his/her perspective is still limited to fantasising about
the audible story and imagining the represented place.

As Bertolt Brecht stated, before the arrival of the
internet and more interactive media, radio should have
two-way communication: «Radio has only one side
where it should have two, it could be a true democra-
tic medium where the listener not only listens but spe-
aks; not to isolate him but to connect him» (Brecht,
1932-1981).

2. Background. The screen: an effective space for
musical representation

Neither Constantin Perskyi, who coined the term
«television» nor Paul Nipkow, inventor of the first ever
television set, could have imagined the social impact it
was going to have as a means of communication. For
over 70 years, since the first television broadcasts made
in England in 1936 and later at the New York Uni -
versal Exhibition of 1939, television broadcasting has
acted as a catalyst for the thoughts, feelings and even
likes and pleasures of a vast majority of people around
the world.

Television became an extension of what was al -
ready occurring on the radio, and for the field of music
it was the perfect broadcasting companion: a multi-
environment stage capable of reaching millions of seats
that could never fit in one theatre, cinema or stadium.
Watching a performance of Richard Wagner’s «The
Ring of the Nibelung», going to a Beatles concert or
seeing the gestures and movements of a belly-dancer
are just a few examples of musical representation that
can be enjoyed on television, a medium that rises up



C
om

un
ic

ar
, 3

8,
 X

IX
, 2

01
2

© ISSN: 1134-3478 • e-ISSN: 1988-3293• Pages 175-181

177

like an international skyscraper housing different gen-
res and musical styles alongside each other: modern
groups and classical orchestras, the highbrow and the
popular, Carnival and Lent.

Since then, television, in all its formats, variants and
technological changes, has been an essential exponent
of music in its various manifestations and representatio-
nal forms (the Eurovision channel was created in 1953
using microwave transmission to exchange information
and programming between European television sta-
tions. Satellite links arrived in 1960, leading to the cre-
ation of Mundovision. Teletext
and stereo emerged in the
1980s and high definition was
introduced at the beginning of
the 1990s and is still being
developed today, the age of di -
gital television).

Despite this, television finds
itself in the same situation as
radio: its one-way nature
means that real interaction is
impossible. Negroponte stated
that «we need to stop thinking
about television as «television»,
its future is on the computer:
[…] Television will benefit
most if it is considered in terms
of bits… The television of the
future will be the PC» (Negro ponte, 1995: 67).

The term cross-media refers to the integrated
nature of each and every type of media which, like an
ecosystem, make the worldwide multimedia represen-
tation and broadcasting of music possible. Cross-media
expands the potential of musical representation even
further. Technological advances and developments
have made this situation viable, whereby WebTV,
SMS messages, mobile phones, the iPod, videogames
or digital radio have become an intervening spider’s
web that connects and traps the user, regardless of the
media being used.

This media convergence has not displaced any
individual elements because media vary and audiences
and social status changes; if a medium has functional
expressiveness, makes a connection and creates prac-
ticable communication; it survives independently of
the rest, as can be proved by the endurance of sound
and voice recording (Piscatelli, 2004). In fact, comple-
tely the reverse is true; the convergence has strengthe-
ned the potential of each individual element, each of
which has changed and adapted to the whole, crea-
ting a web of multimodal diversity, for example: pod-

casts, videos, twitsessions (which permit the user to
attend concerts as a spectator in real time, directly inte-
racting with the artists, requesting songs, sending gree-
tings etc. (www.twitsessions.com)), web portals dedi-
cated to re-broadcasting live concerts (e.g. Central
Musical (www.centralmusical.com) where concerts
are re-broadcast from various venues around Spain, el
musikazuzenean (www.musikazuzenean.com), a
website aimed at live music from the Basque Country
or the Galician network of live music (www.clubtu-
ra.com), social networking sites that promote live

music such as NVIVO (www.nvivo.es) which has
more than 280,000 concerts stored in its database
covering styles as varied as rock, pop, hardcore, drum
and bass, hip-hop, ska, heavy metal, techno, dub, fla-
menco etc. and is accessed by 250,000 registered
users.

3. Study and analysis of musical representation in
immersive worlds

In general, interactive media have different de -
grees of digital immersion. The experience is based on
different strategies that combine transnational, symbo-
lic and sensorial factors. Studies have shown that
immersion in a digital environment improves learning
in at least three ways: multiple perspectives, situational
learning and transferral.

The user’s experience in virtual immersive worlds
is far better when they become actors performing on a
stage. The imagination occupies the place of physical
reality, demonstrating its use in the ways different
immersive environments are accessed. They help «the
relationship between the real and the imaginary by
creating something new where problems can be sol-

Throughout human history sound, as artistic performance,
has been of great importance and exerted a vital influence
on human beings as a communicative power, regardless of
the age, culture or place where it was performed. The 
communicative value of music has benefited from the arrival
of the mass media, particularly in terms of its 
representational potential. 



ved; they work as a channelling element that develops
the abilities to think and create that are so important for
the acquisition of musical skills» (Gértrudix &
Gértrudix, 2011: 51).

3.1. Characteristics and classification of immersive
environments

As Manrique states, a virtual world is an environ-
ment simulated by a computer, inhabited by users
represented by avatars. Avatars are considered to be
the representation of the user on the computer, are
generally three-dimensional and are used as an icon in
any public internet space. They live in a real or fantasy
world with existing or invented rules, some of which
have their own economy (Manrique, 2009).

The following series of characteristics or identif-
ying qualities are common to all virtual worlds: a)
Shared space, b) Each participant has a user’s graphic
interface, c) A sense of immediacy as everything takes
place in real time, d) The high level of interactivity that
allows the user to continuously construct, regulate,
recreate, change and inform personalised content, e)
Persistency: the world continues even if you are not
connected, and f) Socialization and community: inte-
rest-based communities organised around content
and/or information.

One of the problems when trying to analyse this
type of environment is the sheer number of classifica-
tions that have emerged since the birth of these
worlds. Initials such as MOO (Object-orientated text-
based virtual world that uses a chat application),
MUD, TinyMUD, IRC (Internet Relay Chat), VR
(Virtual Reality), VRML (Virtual Reality Modelling
Language) all refer to the definition of their multiuser
virtual environment characteristic.

Virtual worlds were studied from Alan Klietz’s
Wizard, the first MUD, considered to be the first inter-
net multiuser game, to the foundation of the first social
network, known as ‘TinyMUD’, by Jim Apnes in
1989 (Bruckman, 1997), to the latest immersive envi-
ronments established in the Second Life metaverse,
using the following classifications a) the nature of
access or ownership, with open or private code, or
worlds that are designed in private environments but
with free access (e.g. Second Life), b) the way the
multimedia digital content unfolds, whether it uses
web navigators or 3D animation motors, c) the capa-
city for interaction with other services such as social
networks (Facebook, Twitter) or through another
content management system (CMS, Mood le) and d)

the envi ronment’s final design,
from an 8-bit poetic narrative
to the most sophisticated 3D
design.

3.2. Second Life and other
metaverses

Experiencing music in
immersive virtual worlds is on
the increase. Second Life is a
platform hosting multiple vir-
tual worlds with a proliferation
of environments (more than
3,500) in which the main con-
tent is music, particularly live
concerts given by amateur and
professional musicians who

perform their songs from their own computer and
even earn money for doing so (in August 2006
Suzanne Vega became the first artist to sing in a virtual
concert). Financial transactions on Second Life in the
first quarter of 2009 «reached over 120 million dollars,
connection totalled 124 million hours and there was a
peak attendance of 88,200 users» (Álvarez García,
2010: 320).

From nightlife venues (bars and pubs) to locations
themed around different musical styles and genres, to
places dedicated to learning music, users of this meta-
verse can find a significant amount of options to enjoy
a music-orientated experience.

Within Second Life, live performances are classi-
fied by the following seven categories: 1) spoken word
(poetry, fiction or other reading), 2) live performance
artists or musicians (singers/instrumental musicians with
or without backing tracks, 3) theatrical representation
(plays, dramatic productions), 4) dance, 4) DJ/ Scratch,
6) Stand-up comedy, and 7) digital improvisation.
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Terrestrial digital media will tend towards absorption and/or
disappearance in favour of dynamic internet communication
that will be selected and analysed by the user. The arrival
of devices that affect all of the senses (including touch and
smell) will help the experience be even more inclusive. It
will be possible to share memories, experiences and 
feelings with other avatars in virtual worlds.
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By examining the characteristics of each different
environment it is possible to see a clear trend towards
those musical genres related to popular music. This
situation can also be seen in the Second Life directory
where 144 music locations are distributed as follows:
25 live music, 9 cafés and cabarets, 6 folk music, 27
electronic and dance music, 5 hip-hop, R&B and reg-
gae, 7 indie and alternative, 24 blues and jazz, 17 pop
and 14 heavy metal. There is only one space dedica-
ted to classical music: Music Island.

On top of this universe of events can be added live
festivals with multimedia connections (e.g. Moebius
Surfing Festival) or steamed performances by live
groups as highly acclaimed as AC/DC, the Rolling
Stones or Pink Floyd.

One problem with this type of music event lies in
the limited number of participants, as attendance by
over twenty spectators dramatically reduces output
producing large audio and visual delays for viewers.
An immersive musical space called «Reslive» was cre-
ated in August 2010 which has partially solved this
issue; it can support 150 avatars at the same time and,
even with a system making copies of the virtual world,
could have the capacity to host up to 5,000 attendees
of the same show.

Besides these virtual worlds, a metaverse was cre-
ated in September 2008 that tries to create mirror
worlds that are exact copies of real cities. This immer-
sive 3D medium has been named ‘Twinity’.

To date, the cities that have been constructed are:
Berlin (September 2008), Singapore (August 2009),
London (December 2009), Miami (July 2010) and
most recently New York, in October 2010. Among
the many different events on offer are live performan-
ces by DJs that have been held every Tuesday since
February 2010. Everything is run from inside Twinity,
from the creation of an avatar to website promotion on
Myspace or Metalabel.

Classical music has also been represented, to a les-
ser degree, by periodical events in immersive environ-
ments. There has been the odd isolated concert, as
way of an experiment, such as that given by the Royal
Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra in a virtual replica
of its concert hall where attendees could chat with the
conductor in a virtual bar after the concert.

Mention must also be made of the Music
Academy Inworld, a platform within Second Life. It is
an interactive 3D environment that aims to generate
interest in classical music on all levels, including music
education, music appreciation and particularly the pro-
motion of new music and new composers. The island
has museums, interactive exhibitions, audio-visual

classrooms, conference halls, projection rooms and an
open space for concerts where a variety of activities
take place such as concerts, recitals, conference and
private classes. The space is located in the Second Life
Utwig Sim and, since its creation in 2008, has run dif-
ferent events revolving around musical representation,
including highlights such as: a Gustav Mahler festival,
attended by 1,000 spectators, yearly Two Worlds fes-
tivals which last for nine days and focus on different
themes related to virtual worlds and their potential for
furthering knowledge about classical music or the
introduction of a new artist, and collaborative projects
with real concert halls to transmit live concerts etc.

4. Applications and musical uses of metaverses
This study has explained how wavelengths helped

create an imaginary space of musical representation
and how this proved to be a revolution in terms of
communication and awareness of previously unk-
nown sounds. Secondly, how television projected this
imagination towards a visualization of the audible
space and finally, how today cross-media is helping to
make music broadcasting more dynamic with more
opportunities thanks to the extensive availability of
connected media.

Immersive worlds have become a unique platform
of opportunities for musical representation; one more
step in the «panoply of media that shape the contem-
porary spectrum of social communication, this never-
ending flow of media-based texts that flood our rea-
lity» (Gértrudix & Gértrudix, 2010: 102). These are
invented worlds, semi-impossible places to perform
music, such as under the sea in the submerged world
of Oceanus, in the sky (Skytage) on top of a mountain,
or in worlds that mirror real places (cities, theatres, sta-
diums, concert halls etc.).

The musical experience is a constant feature of
immersive environments and Second Life, with more
than 10 million inhabitants, has become the most
popular metaverse in recent years and continues to
grow. In contrast with other metaverses, it is entirely at
users’ disposal and it is they who create and own all of
the content. 

There are other coexisting virtual worlds which
also have musical representation as one of their under -
lying principals, including Worlds.com, There. com
(similar to Second Life but aimed at adolescents),
Multiverse, Virtual Vancouver, Entropia Universe,
Active Words, the Metaverse free code platform. In
Worlds.com, acclaimed artists such as David Bowie
and Aerosmith have developed interactive, immersive
environments specifically for their fans. Aerosmith, for
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example, have built a futuristic city, an exotic temple,
a roadside restaurant and a stage for their concerts. 

It is also important to understand exactly who the
target users are who live and cohabit in these immer-
sive environments. According to Alfonse González, in
demographic terms, 26% of Second Life inhabitants
are young people between 18-24 years of age, 38%
are between 25-34, 22% are between 35-44 and the
remaining 12% are over 45. Approximately 25% of
Second Life gamers are women. The ‘typical’ Second
Life gamer spends between 20 and 40 hours a week
on the game. It certainly seems that it is the first suc-
cessful example of what futurists have called ‘metaver-
ses’, or «virtual worlds inhabited by real people» (Gon -
zález Herrero, 2010: 122).

5. Conclusions. Speculating on a possible future
«The Internet is constructing the world, not only

by being mimetic in nature, but through the possibilities
of fictionalising life itself. […] In the metaphor of vir-
tual worlds […], the Internet is not a second life, it is a
fiction of life, but not even this lessens the implications
of its irremediable connection with reality» (García-
García & Gértrudix, 2009). We agree with these au -
thors on the postulated metaphor existing in immersive
worlds. This condition is increasingly emphasised due
to ever more perfect technology and advances to the
immersive element which permits the user to interact
with the machine without the need for physical con-
tact through a keyboard, mouse or traditional videoga-
me controls. The body’s own movements, the use of
voice to send messages and even eye movements are
the best (natural) extensions when interacting with a
virtual world: body movements and/or voice instruc-
tions that translate into actions and movements in the
avatar within the metaverse. The user’s experience
becomes far more seductive and accessibility greater
due to this inclusive interaction. 

A good example is Nintendo who introduced the
Wii into the market, although a set is still required in
order to interact. Microsoft have followed their lead
with Kinect, a free game and entertainment device that
recognises gestures, voice commands, objects and ima-
ges through a natural user interface. Tests using Kinect
within Second Life have already been run. The Uni -
versity of South California Institute for Creative Tech -
no logies has made it functional within the metaverse
and currently any user that has a Microsoft set can use
it within Second Life’s virtual worlds, thanks to the
advantages of OpenNI technology.

This is a key technological advance for musicians.
That the hand and finger movements of a violinist, or

a pianist, or the movements of an orchestra conductor
could be made real in time and appearance has positi-
ve repercussions not only for the specific needs of
musical representation but also heralds positive effects
on the teaching-learning process, on creation or on
music consumption, all thanks to this optimum immer-
sion level. Immersion is both visual and aural, in 3D
and surround sound, achieving a completely persona-
lised audible experience.

Immersive media are the ultimate showcase for
musical representation. However, this is merely the
beginning; in the future present the search for solutions
has not finished. Technological advances will help
develop new but ever-changing strategies.

Terrestrial digital media will tend towards absorp-
tion and/or disappearance in favour of dynamic inter-
net communication that will be selected and analysed
by the user. The arrival of devices that affect all of the
senses (including touch and smell) will help the expe-
rience be even more inclusive. It will be possible to
share memories, experiences and feelings with other
avatars in virtual worlds.

Predictions for immersive virtual worlds suggest
dramatic, exponential growth. The number of users in
2013 has been predicted to reach 1,900 million (33%
of the world population), meaning that one in three
people will have a virtual world avatar. This figure
almost exactly matches predictions made by consul-
tancy IDATE that the internet mobile phone penetra-
tion rate will be 37% of the world population. 

Proportionally, this suggests that the number of
immersive worlds dedicated to music will grow and
therefore the possibilities for its representation will
grow too. Furthermore, today it is a fact that any user
is a potential ‘prosumer’ and actual consumer, so in the
sphere of music he/she becomes a performer (whether
by dancing, singing or playing) and spectator at the
same time.

In this positive future there is no space for creative
individuals but, given that all music «is immediately
accessible, what is new in the behaviour of its consu-
mers is, among other things, how they use it for iden-
tity itself, although not in an individual, exclusive way,
but one negotiated with the rest of the virtual commu-
nity through social networking (Aguilera, Adell & Bor -
ges, 2010: 43). As many voices predict, the experience
will be the new reality. Then we will venture to
dream.
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ABSTRACT 
The main aim of this work, based on the results of studies on the mediating role of the media, particularly television,
and advertising in different age groups, together with the need to discuss the processes of audiovisual or media lite-
racy, was to analyse the patterns of media consumption among students of Pedagogy in Language and
Communication, Mathematics, and History and Geography at Chilean universities. The objective was also to deter-
mine whether there are differential profiles in the use and consumption of media related to the future role of these
profiles in the audiovisual literacy of the students. To do this, a non-random sample was used comprising 881
Pedagogy students of both genders studying at seven universities in southern and central Chile. The «media con-
sumption questionnaire» was used for data collection. In general, the distribution of preferences by gender and
degree course falls short of representing idiosyncrasy in terms of the media, and reflects outside realities that do not
permit participation in citizenry processes to be strengthened in media consumers. In short, the biggest problem is
that future teachers do not seem to have the tools that allow them to manage the work of audiovisual literacy since
they themselves have difficulties in differentiating between information and persuasion in advertising messages.

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
Considerando los resultados de estudios sobre el rol mediador de los medios, especialmente la televisión y la publi-
cidad en distintos grupos etarios, sumados a la necesidad de discutir los procesos de alfabetización audiovisual o alfa-
betización mediática; el principal objetivo de este trabajo fue analizar los patrones de consumo de medios en estu-
diantes de universidades chilenas y determinar si existen perfiles diferenciales en el uso y consumo de medios que
se relacionen con su futuro rol en la alfabetización audiovisual de sus estudiantes. Para ello, se consideró una mues-
tra de tipo intencionado que quedó constituida por 881 estudiantes de pedagogía de ambos sexos que cursaban estu-
dios en siete universidades chilenas de la zona sur y central de Chile. Para la recolección de datos se utilizó el «cues-
tionario de hábitos de consumo de medios». En general, la distribución de las preferencias, tanto a nivel de género
como por carrera, no logra representar mediáticamente la idiosincrasia y refleja realidades ajenas que no permiten
fortalecer procesos ciudadanos en los consumidores de los medios. En síntesis, la problemática mayor es que los
futuros docentes no parecen contar con herramientas que les permitan enfrentar la labor de alfabetización audiovi-
sual, dado que ellos mismos presentan dificultades para diferenciar entre la información y la persuasión en los men-
sajes publicitarios.
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1. Introduction
Several authors agree that globalisation exerts con-

siderable influence on people’s daily lives, both in
terms of values and cultural expression (Girardi, 1997;
González & Muñoz, 2002). One of the main vehicles
for exerting this influence is the mass communication
media, including advertising, when these media act as
homogenisers of interests, behaviours and attitudes
(Cid & E. Nogueiras, 2005). Such is the impact that
the media has had that there is an assertion that the
rationality of social relations today is based on the fight
to dominate the symbolic media, and in particular the
media of material production (García-Canclini, 1995).

Television in Chile has a penetration rate approa-
ching 99% of the population (AIM, 2008), which is
why it is obvious that despite the dramatic emergence
of the Internet and in particular the impact of social
networks, a large part of the population still consumes
television on a massive scale; and in many cases a
parallel consumption of both occurs. It is clear that a
mass communication medium popular for so many
years will have a substantial impact on the social and
cultural plane and on the socialisation processes of
younger generations, where it is even beginning to
compete with the traditional authorities represented by
the family and school. 

We have only to consider the time spent by chil-
dren in front of the television and the impact that this
has had on the shaping of their forms of communica-
tion. Thus, we now have generations of children who
repeat expressions from television series or who
express their consumption demands in terms of the
brands that are prevalent in the television advertising
of the moment (Del Valle, Vásquez, Denegri &
Sepúlveda, 2010). 

In fact, several studies in recent years have
demonstrated that children and adolescent audiences
continue to prefer television to any other mass com-
munication medium, spending several hours a day
watching it (Livingstone, 2008; Marta & Gabelas,
2008; Medrano, Palacios & Aierbe, 2007; 2010). For
McLuhan (1996),  television has had a direct impact
on the conceptual organisation of the world: the
mosaic structure of television has supplanted the linear
structure of the press, modifying the causal way peo-
ple think in the West. This author also stated that the
messages of the media are changes of scale, rhythm or
patterns (McLuhan, 1996: 30), i.e., each medium
contri butes substantial modifications to the cultural
and cognitive organisation of human beings. For Bau -
drillard (1974; 1978; 1994; 2002), television partici-
pates in the post-modern increase in «sign values», or

symbolic values, replacing the satisfaction of needs
with the need for differentiation, thereby subjectivising
the reality of the objects consumed. 

Martín-Barbero (1987; 1996; 1999) indicates that
in Latin America the media have allowed a «loss of
centre» to occur, in which there is no longer a central
culture, but rather an assortment of de-centred cultu-
res, where democracy itself is constructed on the basis
of the media’s communication games, in the «nexus of
questions and discourses» that turn us into political
subjects. Therefore, the media co-construct reality
together with the users, breaking the rigid traditional
schemes that delimited «real» and «fictitious» through
the existence of a mosaic of knowledge and thought,
of territories and limits, of «intertextualities», which
must be structured to the extent to which we interact
with this mosaic via the new technologies, as well as
via the new imaginations of our culture. 

In this context, the family plays a fundamental role
in introducing mass media consumption habits to chil-
dren, particularly in the first stages of infant socialisa-
tion (Martinez & Peralta, 1998; Berenguer, Mollá, Pé -
rez & Canovas, 2001, Denegri, Gempp, Del Valle,
Etche barne & González, 2006).  However, school, and
especially educators, play a central role in educating
adolescents to think critically about the mass media
(Berenguer & al., 2001; González & Muñoz, 2002),
which enables them to order the «mosaic» of informa-
tion available on television. 

In Chile, exposure levels to children’s advertising
in the related segments are similar to those in the
United States (around 10% at weekends, and 14% on
theme channels). The most advertised products are
food and toys, at 39.5% and 35.1% respectively (Uri -
be, Hidalgo, Martínez & Muñoz, 2006). This is not an
insignificant topic, considering that children’s adverti-
sing has been linked to poor nutritional habits in chil-
dren (Halford, Gillespie, Brown, Pontin & Dovey,
2004; Lobstein & Dibb, 2005), and in Chile the empi-
rical evidence points to a similar situation (Olivares,
Yáñez & Díaz, 2003).

It has also been proven that exposure to alcohol
advertising has negative effects on adolescent conduct
(Anderson, de Brujin, Angus, Gordon & Hastings,
2009; Villani, 2001), which is not surprising conside-
ring that the mass media are intimately linked to sphe-
res of peer influence, being one of the favourite sub-
jects of young people (Gilles, 2003). 

Furthermore, the media are so-called socialising
agents of reference (in contrast to the socialising agents
of belonging, like the family). These agents have an
enormous influence on the construction of the adoles-
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cent’s identity and reality: a huge amount of informa-
tion, values, habits, myths, beliefs and models and
idols that can be drawn from the media can support
the transition from childhood to adulthood (Gilles,
2003; Vera Vila, 2005). Additionally, there is evidence
to suggest that the age of maximum impact and
influence of advertising is 12 (Te’eni-Harari, Lehman-
Wilzig & Lampert, 2009).

In light of these results, the concept of «audiovisual
literacy or «media literacy» is
crucial, as several authors have
suggested (Buckingham, 2005;
Kellner & Share, 2007; Li -
vingstone, 1999; 2004; 2007;
Za randona, Baste rretxea, Ido -
yaga & Ramírez, 2008). In
other words, individuals must
be equipped through a formal
educational system with the
«knowledge, abilities and com-
petencies that are required to
use and interpret the media»
(Buckingham, 2005: 71); but
to do this, contextualised
incor poration is required (Del
Valle, 2005). 

However, the raw mate-
rial necessary to obtain chan-
ges of this type are teachers
trained in the critical analysis
of the media. This type of edu-
cation is not currently part of
the curricula in pedagogy
degree courses in Chile.
There fore, the aim of this
work was to analyse the pat-
terns of media use among stu-
dents of Pedagogy in Language and Commu ni cation,
Mathe ma tics, and History and Geo graphy at Chilean
universities, and to determine whether there are diffe-
rential profiles in the use and consumption of media
related to their future role in the audiovisual literacy of
their students.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Participants

The non-random sample comprised 881 peda-
gogy students of both genders enrolled in seven uni-
versities in the southern and central areas of Chile,
corresponding to 21.7% of students of Pedagogy in
Language, 39% of students of Pedagogy in Mathe -
matics, and 39.3% of students of Pedagogy in History. 

2.2. Instruments
For data collection, the «media consumption ques-

tionnaire» was used (Denegri & al., 2008a), which
included 18 questions, of which 12 were multiple choi-
ce and 6 were open response. In addition to demo-
graphic data, this questionnaire also collected informa-
tion about frequency and type of television and Inter -
net use, including advertising recall and favourite pro-
gramming.

2.3. Procedures
A letter was sent to the Faculty Deans and Course

Directors of all the Chilean universities associated with
the Public Universities Council that offered the degree
courses of Pedagogy in Language and Communi -
cation, Pedagogy in History, Geography and Civic
Edu cation and Pedagogy in Mathematics, in which the
aim of the study was explained and consent was
sought.

Once the study was approved, a database was
requested in predefined format to prepare the final
composition of the sample, considering the necessary
replacements in the event of non-participation. Once
the sample had been selected, the students were con-
tacted personally, explaining the purpose of the study
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Without media-literate teachers with the reflective and
pedagogical capacities to address education within the 
framework of a critical reading of the media, children will
grow up at an enormous disadvantage, unable to develop
adequately in a competitive world highly mediated by 
consumption as the backbone of identity construction 
processes. One might therefore wonder about the impact
that this lack of a critical view of the media in the basic 
training of our future teachers will have on learners, and
how it will influence the processes of building citizenship in
future generations, where the equation between citizen and
consumer seems to be increasingly tending towards 
only being consumers



and asking them to sign an informed consent, which
authorised their being considered part of the study.

All the questionnaires were applied by trained
interviewers and downloaded into a database for
analysis.

3. Results
Two stages of analysis were performed in order to

create a media use profile. First, the favourite pro-
grammes of pedagogy students were categorised
according to the OBITEL classification in Chile,
slightly modified, as will be seen in the following.
Second, the students’ attitudes and recalls in relation to
televised advertising spots were reviewed. The results
of this study revealed some very interesting data.

With respect to the programmes, the categories
used were those indicated by the information from
OBITEL (Fuenzalida & Julio, 2010), with slight
modifications. For example, the subcategory of «star»
was omitted as it is a commercial category that does
not refer to the type of programme but to a preferential
schedule, the commercial value of which is higher,
and as such this would hide the real data. Likewise,
the subcategory «entertainment» was re-named «edu-
entertainment» to focus more on those programmes
that provide educational content in an entertainment
format, generally suitable for all ages, and that seek to
grab the audience’s attention through a light and funny
presentation, rather than by its specific content. The
following table summarises the categories and subcate-
gories used.

The data analysis reveals results consistent with
other studies. For example, it highlights that the favou-
rite categories are fiction (44%), information (30%),
and live shows (17%). The OBITEL national analysis
(Fuenzalida & Julio, 2009) exposed the same prefe-
rences, with slightly different percentages for 2008
(37%, 25%, 21%, respectively); however, in 2009
there was a dra-
matic increase in
the audience for
informational pro-
grammes, surpas-
sing fiction pro-
grammes with a
total of 36.7%
compared to
34.9% of the fic-
tional programme
audience (Fuen -
zalida & Julio,
2010). Howe ver,

these studies did not release any data by age group.
Other international studies seem to show that while
adults prefer to watch informational programmes, ado-
lescents and young people prefer fictional programmes
(Medrano, et al., 2010).

The differences by gender also seem consistent
with the international evidence. Therefore, while the
women showed a high preference for fictional pro-
grammes (48.7%) and almost zero preference for sport
programmes (0.2%), the men were less emphatic in
their first preference, with a relatively high prevalence
of preference for sport programmes (36.1% and
12.3%, respectively). This is consistent with internatio-
nal findings, which show that, as they advance in age,
women usually prefer soap operas or series types of
programmes, whereas the men show more heteroge-
neous tastes, but with noticeable preferences for
sports and series (Gilles, 2003; Livingstone, 1999). 

It should be noted that although sport only repre-
sents the fourth preference for the men, as can be seen
in table 2, this is a much less complex category than
the others, which is why such a high number is signi-
ficant.

Nevertheless, the most interesting differences are
observed when comparing the results by degree cour-
se. Although the preferences follow the same order
already established, there are some extremely striking
findings. These findings, summarised in Figure 1, are
related particularly to the high preferences for informa-
tional programmes by Pedagogy in History (40.3%),
compared with Language (26.9%) and Mathematics
(28.2%). In addition, Pedagogy in History is the course
that watches live shows the least (11%, compared to
24.4% of Language and 16% of Mathematics). These
findings can be shown on a graph in some emblematic
subcategories: while Pedagogy in History shows a low
preference for reality shows (0.7%), Pedagogy in
Language reaches 5.8% in this subcategory. At the
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Table 1. Categories and subcategories of programmes.



other extreme, while 23% of the students of Pedagogy
in History indicate a news programme as their favou-
rite program, only 14.1% of the students of Pedagogy
in Language list this type of programme as their favou-
rite. Mathematics usually falls somewhere in between
(4.5% in the case of reality shows, and 18.6% in the
case of news programmes). It should be pointed out
that the subcategories preferred by the students are
those of fiction TV (soap operas and series), news,
animation and documentary/news reports. This last
category merits separate mention since, due to its par-
ticularly scientific-humanist nature, the Pedagogy in
Mathematics course is the one that reports the least
preference for it (5.8%, compared to 10.3% of
Language, and 12.3% of History).

The provenance of the programmes preferred by
the students was also analysed, particularly in relation
to the subcategories of fiction and documentary/news
report, as these were two of the favourite subcatego-
ries, whereas of the other two, one (animation) is
exceedingly international, while the other (news)
brings together mainly national productions. The results
indicate that, of all the programmes mentioned in the fic-
tion subcategory, 39.6% were national productions,
while 60.4% were international productions. In the case
of do cu men tary/news reports, a similar proportion is
observed, with a 34.3% preference for programmes
produced nationally, compared to a 65.7% preference
for international programmes. This is consistent with
the increase in the diffusion of cable TV in Chile,
which for 2008 excee-
ded 43% penetration in
Chilean homes. For
that same year, 46.1%
of the population were
satisfied with free-to-air
television, compared
with 69.2% that were
satisfied with cable tele-
vision (CNTV, 2008).
And several studies
have indicated that the
national soap operas,

which were supposed to be the greatest natio-
nal strength in the fiction category, have been
losing audiences rapidly in recent years
(CNTV, 2008; Fuenzalida & Julio, 2010). All
this seems to have a strong impact on the results
presented, and indicates a strong dissatisfaction
with national programming, replaced by the
increasingly accessible cable television. This is
particularly interesting, given that, as has been
indicated by various experts (Livingstone,

2008), this type of media distribution does not really
represent the idiosyncrasy of a country, and reflects
external realities that do not enable participation in citi-
zenry processes to be strengthened in media consu-
mers.

In the case of television advertising, the analysis
procedure consisted in calculating the frequency of the
responses so as to then categorise them with the aim
of identifying the types of products and services reca-
lled. The next step was the perception analysis that
the aforementioned sample had about advertising,
indicating the function that this fulfils in promoting a
product. The students were asked about the aim of
advertising in promoting a product, through four res-
ponse options that took into account the following
functions: advertising as a source of objective informa-
tion about a product; advertising as a tool that orients
consumers’ selection when choosing a certain service
or product; advertising as a tool that compels consu-
mers to choose certain product; and advertising as a
medium with no visible use.

The information collected in both procedures was
compared based on the gender and degree course of
the sample. Around twenty categories were obtained
that group all the commercials recalled by the students.
These categories comprise, for example: «Banks»,
«Transport», «Television programmes», «Gas», «Sport
clothes», «Telephone services», among others. In the
comparison by gender, the women reported recalling
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Table 2. Differences by gender in the favourite categories.

Figure 1. Differences by degree course in the favourite categories.



advertising about products in the categories «Non-
alcoholic drinks» (soft drinks, juice, tea, coffee, mineral
water, etc.) and «Personal hygiene» (soap, shampoo,
deodorant, etc.) to a greater extent than the men. The
men showed better recall of commercials about
«Alcoholic drinks» (beers, wines, liquors, etc.),
«Foods» (ready-made meals, vegetables, pastas, cho-
colates, etc.) and «Banks» (banking services such as
consumer loans, as well as banking organisations). In
the category «Stores» (department stores) and «Drugs»
(analgesics, antibiotics, etc.), no differences were
observed between the two groups.

In the comparison by degree course, the non-alco-
holic drinks were recalled more by the students of
Pedagogy in Language (33%), with similar frequencies
being observed in Pedagogy in History and Mathe -
matics (24%). The products in the category «Foods»
were recalled most frequently by the students of
Pedagogy in History (16.1%), followed by Pedagogy in
Mathematics (11%), and finally those of Pedagogy in
Language (8.5%). The commercials about the non-
alcoholic drinks were recalled more by the students of
Pedagogy in Mathematics (15.8%), whereas similar
frequencies were observed between Pedagogy in
History and Language (12%). Finally, advertising for
telephone and Internet services was recalled most by

students of Pedagogy in Language (8.5%), then by stu-
dents of Pedagogy in History (7.4%), and lastly by stu-
dents of Pedagogy in Mathematics (1.4%). These
results are illustrated in figure 2.

When analysing the responses obtained about the
function of advertising according to the pedagogy stu-
dents, advertising was perceived as seeking to persua-
de or compel the consumers into choosing a certain
product. The students of Pedagogy in History, follo-
wed by those of Language, were those that tended
more towards this alternative. The alternative that sug-

gests that advertising is an objective source of informa-
tion was in second place ahead of the orientation
function, and the students of Pedagogy in Mathematics
were more inclined towards this option. These results
are particularly troublesome, as will be discussed in
the conclusions.

It is interesting to note that the most recalled adver-
tisements were those whose contents were oriented to
peripheral elements of the message – such as jingles,
names, colours, animals, personalities – rather than the
more direct elements, i.e., more direct information
about the product or service. However, in many
cases, these peripheral elements were associated erro-
neously to similar brands. This unexpected finding
seems to demonstrate that national advertising is failing
in one of its main targets, which is to persuade and cul-
tivate loyalty in the young audience.

4. Discussion
In general terms, we can say that «schools have

maintained a polarised position regarding their particu-
lar interests, letting the media in but without listening
to them, analysing them or stripping the semiotic and
communicative gearbox found inside» (González &
Muñoz, 2002: 209), so that we can educate those
most subjected to their influence to use them to their

benefit. Some authors
go further, declaring it
«highly irresponsible»
(Kellner & Share, 2007:
4) to ignore these forms
of socialisation and
informal education in
the formal education
curriculum (Zarandona,
Baste rretxea, Idoyaga &
Ramírez, 2008).

The results obtained
in the present study
seem to confirm these
assertions in addition to

indicating a profile differentiated by degree course.
Indeed, it can be inferred that the students of
Pedagogy in History appear to be the consumers most
critical of the media, making ample use of the informa-
tional opportunities from both television and the
Internet. It is both noteworthy and troublesome that
the Pedagogy in Language course, which by definition
is the one principally responsible for educating young
people about the media, appears to be poorly prepa-
red and with little critical consciousness for including
and then mediating children’s learning about the real
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function of television – which is currently the «basic»
mass media. One finding that confirms this concern is
tied to their low use of the Internet to inquire about
topical subjects compared with the Pedagogy in
History course.

In terms of understanding television advertising, an
alarming phenomenon is noted: a far from negligible
proportion of pedagogy students considered that the
main aim of advertising is to provide information about
available products. Although most considered adverti-
sing a tool of persuasion, the fact that the second lar-
gest group of students in the sample thought adverti-
sing was a means of contributing objective information
about the products it promotes is an important indica-
tor that reveals a distortion in the actual level of
understanding of the true content and the manner in
which advertising delivers this content, where it is
clear that its main function is to persuade and deliver
the content in a way that effectively impacts consu-
mers. In fact, many pedagogy students –particularly in
Mathematics– reach a level of analysis which, accor-
ding to international studies, should be overcome as of
eight years of age (Calvert, 2008; Pecora & al., 2007). 

In this same regard, it is remarkable that the most
recalled advertisements were those whose contents
were oriented to peripheral elements of the message –
such as jingles, names, colours, animals, personalities–
rather than the more direct information about the pro-
duct or service, and these were even wrongly associa-
ted with similar brands. This finding would seem to
reaffirm the conclusion of an extremely passive and
uncritical position about the advertising message,
which makes one more susceptible to influence via the
less reflective routes of information processing.
Although we raised it previously, this could show a

weakness in the formulation of
the messages in national adverti-
sing. It also sheds light on the
nature of information processing
by young consumers and is an
issue that other investigations will
need to explore further. 

Nevertheless, there is com-
mon ground. In all the degree
courses, a very similar scenario of
preferences was formed. Howe -
ver, the Chilean television pro-
gramme offering appears to have
little relevance to these preferen-
ces, with media needs having
been supplanted by international
channels, which appears consis-

tent with various national reports. 
In this globalised world, it is fundamental that tea-

chers contribute to children’s ability to sort through the
information mosaic provided by the mass communica-
tion media, to view it critically. It seems basic that they
be at least able to function with reasonable ease when
watching television. 

Also, teaching about advertising is relevant to stu-
dents’ education as informed and not passive consu-
mers, since it allows them to confront the negative
effects that this produces on people and society.
According to Araque (2009), five effects of commer-
cial advertising can be clearly identified: 1) It tends to
reproduce the roles traditionally associated with res-
ponsibilities differentiated between men and women,
which does not respond to the present needs of gen-
der equality; 2) Advertising used to promote toys in
particular resorts to measures that disguise the reality
of products, which is known as misleading advertising;
3) The idea is given that problems are solved through
the acquisition and use of a certain product; 4) It
homogenises the population of many countries in their
behaviours and interests so that they consume similar
products; 5) Commercial advertising, in order to incre-
ase impact and effectiveness, uses sex and the body as
a lure through attractive male and female models, pro-
voking in other people dissatisfaction with their own
body.

On this basis, students must be educated to be
able to interpret critically and actively the sources of
information and particularly the persuasive messages
that come from advertising. However, as we have
seen in this study, future teachers do not seem to have
the tools to manage the work of audiovisual literacy,
since they themselves have difficulties in differentiating

Figure 3. Function of advertising, by degree course.
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between information and persuasion in advertising
messages.

From the results obtained, the evidence suggests
that Chilean teachers are not receiving the basic trai-
ning necessary to fulfil the role of mediators in the
construction of a critical view of the media in the class-
room, but instead they conceive it as a mere work tool,
without understanding its function as a socialising and
educational agent (Camps, 2009).

Without media-literate teachers with the reflective
and pedagogical capacities to address education with -
∫in the framework of a critical reading of the media,
children will grow up at an enormous disadvantage,
unable to develop adequately in a competitive world
highly mediated by consumption as the backbone of
identity construction processes. One might therefore
wonder about the impact that this lack of a critical
view of the media in the basic training of our future
teachers will have on learners, and how it will influen-
ce the processes of building citizenship in future gene-
rations, where the equation between citizen and con-
sumer seems to be increasingly tending towards only
being consumers (Denegri & Martínez, 2004).
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