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¢ ° literacy can empower youth to be positive contributors
e 1 a to society, to challenge cynicism and apathy, and to
serve as agents of social change.”

— Office of National Drug Control Policy, White House, 2001

In the movie Pay I/ Forward, a social studies teacher asks
11-year-old Trevor McKinney, “What does the world
mean to you? What does the world expect of you?”
Trevor and his seventh grade classmates are not global
thinkers. They do not watch the news. Their horizons
and expectations extend no further than a visit to the
local mall. They are, after all, kids.

But they are not just any kids. They are, as their

teacher explains, in middle school. You

know, “that hellish shaky

bridge you all must cross”

before becoming cool

high schoolers. In

\ many ways,

middle school students’ entire understanding of cool, includ-
ing school-cool, is reflected, reinforeed, and repeated over
and over in youth-oriented movies that range from quite
good (The Breakfast Club, Dangerous Minds) to mediocre
(1én Things I Hate About You, Teaching Mrs. Tingle).

Those who are inclined to dismiss the impact, both
positive and negative, that movies and other media may
have on young people might consider the increasing number
of prestigious individuals and institutions that have
acknowledged the significant role media plays in the life of
adolescents and the role media literacy might play in help-

ing impressionable adolescents become better users
and choosers of media.
In 1995, Great Transitions: ’reparing
Adolescents for a New Century, published by the
Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development,

offered that “the world of the adolescent cannot be under-
. / stood without considering the profound influence of the
r

nass media,” and that media literacy could “help counter
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the development of social or peer norms that reinforce and
maintain unhealthy behavior.”

Developing media literacy skills in our young people, the
Council concluded, “deserves widespread consideration in
schools and community organizations as an essential part of
becoming a well-educated citizen.”

[Last year, the Office of National Drug Control Policy at

SOME PRINCIPLES OF MEDIA LITERACY

Media Are Constructions

Each Medium Has s Own
Language, Codes, and
Conventions

Media Contain Values and May Have Social

Consequences
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Ninth graders do Internet research in the library at Harmony
Intermediate School (Hamilton, VA).

the White House released a position paper that argued that
“in addition to providing youth with protective skills against
the negative influences of the media, media literacy may
cqually offer young people positive preparatory skills for
responsible citizenship.”

Opening Up to Youth

What becomes cvident as we explore media with today's
young people is their deep emotional, even psychological
investment in mass media on one hand, and the paucity of
their meaningful interaction with adults regarding the media
landscape they inhabit on the other. Far too often, adults
seem to create a barrier between the affective, emotion-
driven electronic environment that young people live in and
the increasingly test-driven cognitive classroom we expect
them to learn in,

As someone who conducts youth-centered media
]jterar:y workshops, I know that young audiences are iniﬁaH_\_’
fascinated by my Australian accent, but in the end what
really gives energy and meaning to these encounters has
more to do with the fact that the students are hungry to
explore elements of their lives that are simply not part of the
official school curriculum.

In ignoring advertising, TV, movies, video games, and
contemporary music, we are in fact ignoring a significant
part of the nature and nceds of our students. However, when






