Media Literacy Across the Curriculum
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If we regard truth as something handed down from
authorities on high, the classroom will look like a
dictatorship. If we regard truth as a fiction
determined by personal whim, the classroom will
look like anarchy. If we regard truth as emerging
from a complex process of mutunal inquiry, the
classroom will look like a resourceful and
interdependent community.

From The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner
Landscape of a Teacher’s Life, by Parker Palmer '

Exactly two decades ago, in his book Megatrends, John
Naisbitt presented a compelling argument that
challenged the business and education communities to
respond meaningfully to America’s transition from an
industrial society to an information society. Despite a
potentially revolutionary wave of hardware and software,
Naisbitt argued that we were, as a nation and a society,
“drowning in information but starved for knowledge.™

Twenty years later, we live in a media-saturated
society. Young people in the United States have access to
more forms of information and entertainment than any
culture in the history of the world. The information
contained, carried, and conveyed in traditional and
emerging media formats may either support or subvert
children and adolescents on their odyssey to adulthood.

If they are to fully harness the power and potential of
exciting new technologies and multimedia, our students
must be offered the critical criteria and information
skills necessary for them to become intelligent,
competent consumers and creators of media messages.

In short, they must
become media literate.
The abi]it)’ to dccess
information does not
make one media

literate. Kn()wfcdgc and

information should not be confused. Knowledge implies
critical awareness: the ability to comprehend, evaluate,
verify, validate, compare, contrast, accept, or reject
information based on clearly dcfined critical criteria.

It also includes the ability to recognize and
understand patterns, themes, and relationships, whether
manifested in a novel, a play, a motion picture, or in the
¢bb and flow of political discourse and debate that
marks a healthy democracy.

In Megatrends, Naisbitt wondered if the media helped
or hurt the way we saw ourselves and the wider world.
“We seem,” he said, “ro be a socicty of events, just
moving from one incident — sometimes, even crisis — to
the next, rarcly pausing (or caring) to notice the process
going on underneath.™

Megatrends fired an early volley in what became the
school reform/restructuring movement. It was followed
in 1983 by A Nation at Risk, which described a rising
tide of mediocrity in U.S. schools, and in 1986 by A4
Nation Prepared, which outlined changes that needed to
take place if American schools, American students, and
American citizens were to remain competent and
competitive in an increasingly global economy.

Despite such reports and recommendations, evidence
continued to accumulate that a gap existed berween
what students actually knew and understood and what
schools assumed they were learning.






