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Abstract: Media literacy education takes a variety of forms depending on theoretical rationale. Assessment measures for media literacy evaluation necessarily vary with the learning objectives. While substantially more evaluation research is necessary, programs which integrate media literacy studies into the content areas seem to be both effective and practical.

Children and adolescents spend a significant amount of time in the presence of media (Roberts, et al, 1999). For some, this is cause for alarm, or at least reason to take notice. There is considerable research to show correlation between children’s viewing and learned behaviors and attitudes (Bandura, et al, 1963, among others), and people often see media exposure, especially television, as a cause of social problems. One solution is to educate and empower children about mass media through media literacy programs (Scharrer, 2003; Semali, 2003; many others). If, by age seven, young people are spending over six hours a day consuming media messages (Roberts, et al, 1999), they deserve an education that prepares them to effectively and critically deal with those messages. But what should such an education entail? Several perspectives of what media literacy actually is have developed (Semali, 2003). Although more established in Canada, Australia, and the United Kingdom and other countries (Kubey, 1998), U.S. educators are increasingly appreciating the importance of media literacy skills for children (Hobbs & Frost, 2003; Manzo, 2000). Media literacy concepts are being taught in schools, clubs, and community centers, in variety of ways. 
But does it work? What does it mean for it to work? Are the programs developing more media literate young people? How will we know? What assessment measures are appropriate to this domain? In an era of accountability and standards, it is appropriate to ask what type of evaluation has been done in media literacy education, what works, and what needs to change.
While many implementations of media literacy instruction are currently in practice in the U.S., significant evaluation research is needed to determine which are most effective. Determining a broad evaluation criteria becomes more difficult given the variety of pedagogical and theoretical bases upon which these curricula are founded. Given the research literature we have today, it appears that integration of media literacy concepts into the existing curricular content areas may be more effective than teaching it in a stand alone context. 

What does effectiveness mean?
Learning implies a change- from ignorance to knowledge, from unskilled to skilled to skilled. What type of change do we hope to see as a result of a media literacy curriculum? A change of behavior? Do we want children to cease performing a behavior that they have learned from media? A change of values? Do we want children to believe something different than they are learning through media? Do we want them to have an increased interest and engagement in traditional school, as opposed to the content they are learning from media? Does being media literate imply an increased ability to communicate with media in a media-rich environment? Do we expect an increased sophistication with media? A richer knowledge of popular media? A greater ability to participate in peer interaction around media? Certainly, a person demonstrating any of these behaviors would be showing a level of literacy with media.
Good teaching requires alignment of learning objectives, the assessment measures, and the curriculum expected to facilitate learning in the students, that is, the curriculum must be designed to actually teach and support the skills that will be assessed (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998). It sounds very basic, but can be a stumbling block in the classroom, and careful focus on curricular alignment can make clear the desired learning outcomes and help to ensure that they are met (Wiggins & McTighe, 1998). Much research has been done to make a case for the inclusion of media literacy (Kellner, 20000; Schwartz, 2001) in the curriculum, but Scharrer (2002, p. 355) suggests that we “move beyond implicit assumptions about the benefits such efforts can achieve and toward their explicit definition and measurement.” Many states are beginning to adopt media literacy standards, either as concepts within the content areas or as distinct subject areas (Hobbs & Frost, 2003). Based on these standards, individual educators are obliged to design their own assessment tools for grading media literacy work. Among others, media educator Chris Worsnop has developed assessment criteria to guide evaluation of student work. Not surprisingly, perhaps, they are quite similar to those which might be used in evaluating written work in that they look at both the message and the mechanics the author uses to communicate that message (Center for Media Literacy, 2002). Such assessments are essential in measuring the acquisition by individual students. A similar degree of focused assessment is needed for media literacy programs. 
Varying theoretical rationale for media literacy education

Of course, one’s rationale for teaching a media literacy curriculum will have a significant impact on the learning outcomes desired and, eventually, measured. There is a considerable variance of opinion in the U.S. and worldwide over not just whether, but why to teach media literacy (Hobbs & Frost, 2003; Kellner, 2000; Kubey, 1998; Semali, 2003). This debate over curricular inclusion involves the protection of children, participation in culture, learning theory, the politics of schools, and the skills required for modern living. The research in this area tends to be more focused on making the case for the need for media literacy education rather than the effectiveness of any one approach. Kubey divides the discussion geographically describing the U.S. as being primarily “inoculatory,” or driven by an effort to protect children from the effects of media on children, whereas Europe has moved toward a more cultural studies-based approach in which “the deconstruction of how the media impart particular cultural values is often one of the goals” (Kubey, 1998, p. 6).  
Others have been less sweeping in their division of points of view, focusing on media literacy as simply required communication skills for functioning in the 21st century.  In this school of thought, communications media are just that, and a person is literate when he or she understands how to use communication tools, but also has the critical ability to analyze and interpret messages, including the power they possess. This includes “a familiarity with the full range of communication tools, modes, and media, plus an awareness of and a sensitivity to the power and importance of representation of self and others, along with the space and rapport to communicate critically, aesthetically, lovingly, and agentively—these are paramount for literacy now” (Hull, 2003, p. 230).  Kellner (2000) describes this point of view as “critical media literacy,” and distinguishes it from the three other strains defined as protectionist, media literacy, and media arts in that it stresses “teaching students to be critical of media representations and discourses, but also stressing the importance of learning to use the media as modes of self-expression and social activism” (Kellner, 2000, p. 251). This perspective situates critical media literacy at the core of the ability to meaningfully participate in a democratic society.  
Still others see media literacy as a challenge to bring the media texts that students already use into the classroom for study (Alvermann & Xu, 2003; Dyson, 2003). They see the value of using popular media to build home-school connections, and increased motivation.
Thus, for each perspective or rationale for teaching media literacy, the desired outcome will be different, and will therefore require a different measure for success. A successful participant in a program designed to protect children from alcohol advertisements might look very different from one designed to empower young people to better participate in democracy. 
Evaluation research and assessment of media literacy programs
Many studies cite the dearth of evaluation of media literacy education programs (Hobbs & Frost, 2003). There is certainly a need for more study in this area, but what research there is seems to imply that media literacy education can produce measurable results in children’s ability to analyze, critique, and produce media messages. Media literacy evaluation research has been conducted in two forms, experimental and observational. Both methods of research give insights into how children are learning about media. There is also evidence that profound effects can occur when media literacy is integrated into the curriculum, rather than taught as a stand-alone or one-off special subject. The highest gains have been observed in some of the lower order thinking skills in Bloom’s taxonomy (Eggan & Kauchak, 1999), with students having greater difficulty with higher level thinking tasks (Hobbs & Frost, 1999 & 2003; Quin & MacMahon, 1991). 
Experimental research 
Experimental research into media literacy education has focused on exposing children to instruction about media messages and testing the effect on their short-term attitudes or behaviors. In most of these studies, children learned the instructional content about media literacy. Roberts and his colleagues (1980) showed that viewing films about advertising and the persuasive techniques used in television commercials promoted elementary aged children to be more critical of advertising. Interestingly, this effect was more pronounced for the heavier viewers. 
Dorr and her colleagues (1980) exposed students to six hours of media literacy curriculum on the subjects of how television is produced and the representations presented there. She found that children learned the content of the lessons. In assessments, they were able to identify components of a production, but they did not demonstrate any attitudinal change. That is, learning about media was learning new information, rather than a useful method of interpreting messages. Singer and colleagues (1980) found that the viewing environment in which children encounter television is at least as important as any instruction in media literacy they receive. After participating in an eight-session curriculum, her subjects showed an increased understanding of production techniques and television vocabulary, Class discussions also featured children engaging in some analysis of content of television programs. In the real-life viewing environment, however, students reported no change in viewing habits. These studies show that, on tests, early experimental media literacy efforts may have been successful, but changes in attitudes are more difficult to measure. This issues becomes more complicated when the desired outcome is critical thinking. If critical thinking occurs, but does not result in the desired change of attitude (for example if it strengthens the original beliefs), will it be measured as a successful lesson? 
Contextual and observational research
A growing amount of research has been done to study the impact of actual media literacy instruction in field studies or quasi-experimental studies. Most of these studies report some type of improvement in students’ media literacy skills, but the depth of those findings varies. Hobbs and Frost (2003) conducted a study of a high school English department which adapted its curriculum to include a year-long course in in-depth English media/communication studies. Although the teachers held the traditional language arts skills of analysis and composition to be the most important aspects of their instruction, the curriculum included the integration of core media literacy concepts, and the study of mass media texts, such as newspapers, films, and television programs. On an assessment tool designed for the study, students showed improved comprehension of media messages, including print messages. The assessment showed an improvement in both the quality and quantity of students’ writing. They also scored higher than a control school in specific media literacy skills such as identification of target audience and purpose of media messages. The program of instruction Hobbs and Frost describe did not happen by chance. The faculty and administration made a conscious decision to update their English department, and the teachers were supported in their development and implementation of the curriculum. This study is of particular importance because Hobbs and Frost found that a well-designed media-focused English program improved both the students’ media literacy skills and their general English language compositional skills. 
In an earlier study of Massachusetts high school students, Hobbs and Frost (1999) found that media literacy instruction had profound effects on students’ critical analysis of media, but that the level of effects varied among curricular implementations. That is, just having students participate in any media literacy instruction did not necessarily make them more media literate. This is perhaps common sense; most of us can identify more and less effective academic experiences in our own lives. It does confirm, however, the importance of designing curricula and staff development opportunities that employ proven techniques. In Hobbs and Frost’s study, students showed gains in comprehension and processing of information when their media literacy instruction included both analysis and production experiences, occurred in an environment of collaboration among teachers in curriculum design, and when media literacy concepts were integrated across the content areas. Students produced less impressive results when they had received instruction that relied solely on pre-made curricular materials. In the case described by Hobbs and Frost, the pre-made curricula focused on the issues of violence and substance abuse in popular media. 
In an assessment of nearly 1500 secondary students in Australia, Quin and McMahon (1991) found that, after receiving media instruction as a part of their standard curriculum, students could perform lower order thinking tasks such as identifying compositional elements and analyzing the impact of those elements on the mood of a piece. They had great difficulty, however, with higher level tasks. For example, the ability to analyze the more complex relationships among issues of authorship, purpose, cultural context, and audience was not evident. Their explanation for the phenomenon, given that, by fifteen, many of the students would have been able to perform some abstract reasoning, was a combination of the instruction and lack of sufficient life experience to make such connections. Further, they suspected that their measurement tool may have been biased in favor of girls and native English speakers, both of which sub groups scored higher relative to the other sub groups. Quin and MacMahon found a related finding to Roberts (1980), in that the students who watched less television were better at analyzing media messages than those who watched more. Of course, this correlation does not denote cause, but it does replicate a pattern found in other media studies and it provides a rational answer to critics who mock media literacy education as just “teaching kids how to watch TV,” in that it indicates that increased viewing does not make one an expert at understanding television (Kubey, 1998).

Strasburger and Wilson (2002) reported the progress of two New Mexico media literacy interventions, TUPAC and Strategies for Success. TUPAC was designed with the purpose of reducing teen smoking, and in its first iteration, it was a 90-minute presentation which yielded survey results indicating that participants were less likely to smoke. On the basis of this success, TUPAC expanded into longer-running programs in other health-related areas. All had survey and post test results indicating that kids were less likely to participate in the targeted behavior. They later introduced an advertising-focused production component, which participants reported enjoying and finding to be effective. 

Strategies for Success combined resources, parent participation, and standards-related teaching material, a six-session unit specifically targeting advertising. Post tests showed a decrease in favorable attitudes toward the targeted behavior, compared with an increase in the control group. The results for both interventions are impressive, but they raise a key issue in behavior-focused media literacy education, which is whether the post test survey results will actually translate into changes in attitudes and behavior, particularly over time. Certainly the experience of answering a questionnaire at school about potential substance use brings with it a different frame of reference than the experience of being in the position of needing to make the immediate choice of whether or not to use. 

Smaller Studies

Surely, additional formal evaluation research is needed to determine the effectiveness of curricula, but a number of smaller, often qualitative, studies provide insight into current practices and show strong learning benefits from various approaches to media literacy curricula.

Alverman and Hagood’s study of fandom and critical media literacy, (2000) reveals that when teachers introduced analysis of popular music into the high school curriculum, students were interested and able to perform higher level critical analysis. Students in the case studies were able to engage critically with both the lyrics and music, and to re-evaluate their positions over time, demonstrating metacognitive thought. One student, Sarah, posted her song analysis assignment on a web-based electronic discussion board about her favorite music group. In addition to providing a lyrical analysis of the song and comparing it to four other works by the same artist, she described how her analysis of the song had evolved over time, since her first hearing it at age twelve. In her email message to the researcher, Sarah commented about how her interpretation of the song had developed in recent years to include issues of sexual identity and gender roles. In the original posting, Sarah connects her interpretation of the song to an understanding of her cultural context: “…we are left thinking of how true these stereotypes are, and how society imposes expectations on us all ‘before we take our first breath.’ But the sad thing is, nobody really wants to change it.” In addition to the somewhat remarkable phenomenon of a teenager being interested enough in her school assignment to post it on a non-academic website, Sarah’s story demonstrates a level of depth that is possible when students actively and critically explore their own media use. 

Alvermann and Hagood’s subjects were also willing to discuss in detail their thinking processes. Max participated in extended email discussion and analysis of his musical tastes and their relation to those of his peers. Alvermann and Hagood concluded that integrating popular media into the curriculum can be an effective opportunity to raise critical media literacy issues, and that in the cases she studied, the teachers did not go far enough to push those issues. From an evaluative perspective, her findings also show that designing instruction to include the analysis of popular media messages can facilitate critical thinking skills in students, in part because the hurdle of motivating interest and close reading of the subject matter has already been surmounted.
Stark (2003) used Mad magazine articles in media studies class to introduce satire and introduce a humorous tone to his lessons. He found that this helped to prevent the sense among his students that the course was just a harsh critique of their favorite media. Given the importance of media to their sense of identity (Christenson & Roberts, 1998), this effect is of no small importance. Stark also found that using Mad resulted in increased attention and memory of content over time. He surmised that the familiar content inspired more active learning. One potential indication that the critical thinking skills went beyond the course content was that a group of Stark’s students felt comfortable confronting him about their concern that his choice of media examples continually excluded representations of their interests and culture. Stark found this to be a positive sign of closer connections to his students. 

Vasquez (2003) also researched the learning that occurs through popular media culture, but she looked at the informal settings of home and Pokemon card trading. In a five-year case study of her nephew from age six to eleven, she found that children could develop a powerful print and symbolic literacy around Pokemon cards, often stimulated by the desire to participate in a social network. Students engaged in redesigns of their cards in order to add power or life to the characters, which could then be used in trading competitions.
Alvermann and Xu (2003) also discuss capitalizing on the popularity of Pokemon to enhance instruction. She highlights the success of other activities, such as asking fifth graders to read a review of a Britney Spears concert from two different perspectives and using popular music as an inroad to teaching reading to struggling five to eight year-old readers. In her descriptions of some of the activities, however, she mentions other factors which may have had an influence on the success of the instruction, such as parent participation and the use of dancing, which would certainly call into question the media’s role as the primary success factor. Less contestable is her suggestion that the use of popular media in new and unfamiliar contexts, such as in a school lesson, decontextualizes them, thus facilitating critical analysis. 
Fisherkeller’s study of adolescent students (2000) and Dyson’s study of children (2003) found that they already had a great deal of media literacy skills which could be built on in more formal literacy training. Fisherkeller identifies critical thinking in their understanding of the television context as being a marketplace, of plots being constructed, and even reused, as is evidenced by the child’s quote, used for the title, “The writers are getting kind of desperate.” Fisherkeller cites this understanding as an indication that the traditional literacy curriculum is ready for some media integration. 
 

New directions 

Assessment measures for media literacy evaluation will tend to vary with the learning objectives, and, while substantially more evaluation research is necessary, programs which integrate media literacy studies into the content areas seem to be both effective and practical. We need to firmly establish what our desired outcomes of a media literacy curriculum are, and then support teachers with the materials and staff development needed to work toward those goals. 

At present, it seems that it is the critical thinking component that is most difficult. Identification is happening, but some of the higher level analysis is less apparent. We need to determine whether assessments are missing the critical thinking that is occurring, as Fisherkeller’s research indicates (2000), or whether instruction can be enhanced to facilitate critical thinking. Literacy of any kind is not a quick-fix, nor would we want it to be. Current research indicates that media literacy education has been effective when it is integrated into the content-area subject matter curricula. As a practical matter, given the amount of content teachers are required to teach in a school year, it is difficult to imagine media literacy as an additional subject getting equal treatment. Subject integration, then, provides an opportunity to teach media literacy concepts in a way that might actually help students in the content area as well. This type of integrated curriculum also capitalizes on the rich literacy resources teachers bring with them. Critical media literacy instruction differs from traditional literacy curriculum, but it is not entirely different, and the skills in teaching analysis and critical evaluation, which educators have been teaching for years, must be leveraged in the new curriculum. 

Naturally, we need appropriate assessment criteria and measures to match our goals.
Nixon (2003) proposes two models of research that will help to focus the evaluation of media literacy programs, Green’s 3D model and Freebody and Luke’s four resources model. Under the 3D model, literacy consists of three dimensions of social practice: “operational, cultural, and independent.” The four resources model categorizes literacy functions as the ability to: “break the code of texts; participate in the meanings of text; use texts functionally; and critically analyze and transform texts” (Nixon, 2003, p. 408). Both of these models would make appropriate starting points for developing a methodology of evaluating media literacy instruction.

Once we have established a learning objective and an appropriate measurement tool, our studies need to be long-term enough to measure authentic outcomes. If the goal is to create attitudinal changes in students and motivate them to think critically about their real life media use beyond the classroom, then longitudinal studies which actually measure that media use are required. Again, we might ask here how attitudinal change differs from critical thinking. If we want true critical thinking, then we must accept the viewer’s decision, whatever it is, provided that it is informed. 

Perhaps the real desired learning outcomes of a critical media literacy program cannot be measured in school-based assessments at all. Rather, they involve an awareness and understanding of a person’s contextual placement within a media environment. They involve her position as audience, artist, consumer, and commodity. This is not to say that school-based assessments are not valuable. They may be useful indicators of future performance, and indeed, they may be all we have. However, if critical media literacy is an important skill for children, it may be necessary to design other measures where the majority of media consumption takes place, the home. It can be argued that for children and adolescents, school is the place where reading occurs, whereas media consumption occurs at home and in informal situations (Roberts et al, 1999). Perhaps it is in the situations where media literacy is needed that instruction would be most effective. 

This would suggest an additional component of media literacy instruction that exists in the home. Whether formally taught by an adult in the home, or designed as a stimulant for increased conversation around media consumption, it seems that making families aware of critical media literacy practices is an important step toward the goal of helping children become truly literate consumers of mass media, as opposed to being able to pass an isolated assessment of such skills. 
In truth, the assessment occurs every day, as we make sense of the messages around us, but finding a way to measure and report such abilities will be essential as media literacy educators attempt to improve their practices and make a case for the funding of their efforts.
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