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1. Introduction to Media Smart

Media Smart, is a non profit media literacy programme for UK primary
school children, initially focused on advertising. The objective of Media
Smart is to provide children with the tools to help them understand and
interpret advertising in the context of their daily lives.  It was launched in
November 2002 in the presence of Tessa Jowell, the UK Secretary of State
for Culture, Media and Sport.

Media Smart is a proactive initiative funded and managed by the
advertising business in the UK.  It is unique because it:

• Uses the expertise and resources of the advertising business for the
benefit of children

• Is the only programme in Europe to bring together industry,
academics, teachers and government officials to advise on and
develop materials

• Uses television broadcast and in-class teaching materials to reach
children, parents and teachers

The Media Smart programme was established by the advertising business in
response to the concerns expressed about advertising to children.  British
advertisers felt that they needed to go further than providing an excellent
self-regulatory system in order to demonstrate that they take their
responsibility to children, parents and teachers seriously.  One of Media
Smart’s core founding supporters is the National Confederation of Parent
Teacher Associations (Charity partner).

In addition, the critical thinking skills that media literacy teaches children
can be applied to all areas of their daily lives, especially citizenship.
Academic experts and governments agree that media literacy teaching is
one of the best methods to develop active citizenship skills.

The most important role of Media Smart is to develop and provide schools,
on request, with teaching materials for teachers and parents.  Media Smart
provides schools with a comprehensive packet called Be Adwise, which
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includes 18 activity sheets, teachers notes, a mapping to the UK national
curriculum and an in-school video.  We have a media literacy infomercial
on TV on 10 satellite channels in the UK, which encourages children to think
about what they see on TV and to question whether or not it is real.  This has
also proved to be very effective at driving traffic to our website.

We have been overwhelmed by the positive response that Media Smart
has received. After sending a letter to UK headteachers, over 4,200
teachers in the UK requested Media Smart’s in-school teaching pack.  As a
result of teachers using our materials in the classroom and the broadcast of
our infomercial on 10 UK TV channels, we have over 40,000 hits a week on
our website.

Media Smart has just received the preliminary responses from our teacher
feedback forms.  Of those teachers who responded, over 98% said they are
planning to use our materials again next year.  86% of teachers said that
they found our packet extremely or very valuable and 85% of teachers said
that the lessons about advertising trying to sell products were valuable.  The
feedback has demonstrated that teachers value media literacy education
for their primary school students and recognise that advertising literacy is
important.

In addition to this feedback, Media Smart has commissioned an in depth
evaluation with dozens of schools across the UK to ensure that each
activity is achieving its objectives in the classroom.  These results of this
research will be available in August 2003.

In parallel, we have established an audit group amongst children to track
their attitude to media literacy, using the world’s largest children’s research
unit.

Going forward, we have established an Advertising Literacy Expert Group.
This group is composed of the top UK media literacy experts, primary school
educationalists and headteachers and three representatives of the UK
government.  The European Commission also sits on our Expert Group.
Together, this group advises Media Smart to ensure that the overall
strategic direction and development of our materials is in line with both
government objectives and the top academic expertise on advertising
and media literacy.   A new round of materials are being developed and
will be distributed to schools by the end of 2003.

Media Smart is actively cooperating with partners in other EU member
states to establish similar programmes and has set up a European steering
group to facilitate this process.

2. Policy on Media Literacy in Europe
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New technologies and media innovation make it essential to develop
citizens who use the media effectively.  A media literate society knows
where to find the information it needs and how to identify the economic,
political, social, commercial and cultural interests behind it.

Media literacy skills are indispensable in a dynamic and competitive
knowledge-based economy, as laid down by the Lisbon process in 2000.
The European Commission has acknowledged the importance of media
literacy, and has a mandate from EU member states to facilitate and
promote the teaching of media literacy across Europe.

Media literacy - definition

Media Smart considers media literacy to be “teaching practices, both via
broadcasting and written materials, which aim to develop media
competence”1.
Media literacy skills

Media literacy programmes in Europe should have as their objective the
development of critical viewing skills.  Media Smart endorses the UK
Department for Culture, Media and Sport definition of ‘critical viewing
skills’2 and believes that they should include:

• “The ability to distinguish fact from fiction. Although there is welcome
evidence that children, especially, are capable of many subtle
distinctions here, developments such as the cross-over of soap opera
characters to other media still make this a potentially problematic
area, as new technologies enable more sophisticated levels of user
interaction with favourite characters.

• The ability to identify and appreciate different levels of realism (eg
between ‘realistic’ and cartoon/exaggerated ‘action movie’
violence) both within and between genres.

• A better understanding of the actual mechanisms of production and
distribution of TV programmes, CD-ROM games, films, interactive
software, websites etc, enabling finer judgements of quality and
context, and firmer intellectual self-defence against varieties of
manipulation, invasiveness and propaganda.

• The ability to differentiate reportage from advocacy. Identifying
different levels of non-fiction (eg. high quality historical documentary

                                                
1 Council of Europe Report 8753, EP report ‘Education in the Media’ 2000
2 The critical viewing skills listed were outlined by the UK Department for Culture, Media
and Sport, in its Media Literacy Statement in 2001
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from sensationalised discussion of “issues” on day time chat shows)
and to weigh evidentiary standards within them.

• A critical approach to advertising, and awareness and assessment of
commercial messages contained in programmes (product
placement etc). This is likely to become more important as new
technology allows viewers to ‘skip’ advertisements, forcing
advertisers to respond with new ways of placing and advertising their
products within and between a wider variety of media.

• An awareness of the economic and presentational imperatives that
underlie news management; developing an understanding of the
often tacit commercial and cultural pressures which dictate choice
of stories (eg preferences for coverage of ‘celebrities’ and ‘human
interest’ stories etc, as opposed to political or environmental issues
that can have a direct impact on people’s lives).

• The ability consciously to explain and justify media preferences,
enabling wider perspectives of choice and critical distance from a
plethora of media options.

• The ability to analyse and evaluate a range of media.”

The way forward – Media literacy in Europe

If media literacy teaching is to be of real benefit to children in the context
of their daily lives then it must address all forms of information that they
receive via the media.  Media literacy lessons must include discussion and
lessons relevant for all media, but particularly those most salient to children,
television, new digital media formats and the internet.

Media Smart calls on the Commission to use its mandate to promote media
literacy in Europe.  In particular, we hope that the Commission will consider
the following approach:

• Vision: The Commission should consider the approach to media
literacy of the UN Convention of Child Rights (1989) and the resulting
UNICEF Oslo Challenge of 1999.  In particular, there should be an
acknowledgement of the rights of the child to freedom of expression
and access to the media, which can serve as a powerful
advancement for children’s education.  The Commission should
recognise that “the child/media relationship is an entry point into the
wide and multifaceted world of children and their rights - to
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education, freedom of expression, play, identity, health, dignity and
self-respect, protection - and that in every aspect of child rights, in
every element of the life of a child, the relationship between children
and the media plays a role.”3

• EU level principles: The Commission should establish a set of principles
of best practice that could guide the establishment of new
programmes and evaluate existing media literacy programmes.

• Consistency: The Commission should require media literacy
education for all EU member states, beginning in primary school (age
5 or 6) and continuing through secondary school.  These lessons will
facilitate the development of core critical viewing and citizenship
skills, and help children to engage with the media.

• A common approach: The Commission should encourage a
common approach to teaching media literacy across the EU
member states, which would promote consistency in the materials
used at national level and will promote a common understanding of
the media by children.  This approach could be underpinned by
common EU principles.

• Funding: The Commission should continue to fund European media
literacy programmes, as many national governments have not
engaged in the promotion and financial support of media literacy
organisations.

• Inclusion of advertising and content: Virtually all media contains
elements of both content (such as TV programmes) and advertising.
Media literacy programmes should aim to teach children to
differentiate between these two components and understand and
use them for their benefit.

• Educate the educators: Media literacy has been proven to be more
effective where teachers have received specific instruction on
media literacy education and techniques.  The Commission should
encourage national governments to include training for media
literacy instruction as a part of their mandatory training or
coursework.

• Partnership with industry: European media literacy programmes
should use the expertise and resources of the advertisers and the
media to enrich their materials with the experience and knowledge
of those who create advertising and content for the media.

                                                
3 Oslo Challenge, UNICEF, 1999.
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Advertisers and the media, in conjunction with education experts
and parents, are the best placed to explain to children how the
media works.  The industry also has the access to media technology
and copyright ownership of ‘real life’ examples.

• Input from academic experts: Academic experts should be used to
shape and develop the structure and style of the media literacy
materials, bringing their understanding of children’s psychological
development and learning processes to the materials.

• Evaluation mechanism: The Commission should encourage
programmes to include an evaluation mechanism, benchmarking
media literacy levels before and after participation. The progress of
participants should be mapped against clear objectives.

We would welcome additional discussions with the Commission on any of
the above points.

Paul Jackson, Chairman
Media Smart
15 July 2003

Media Smart Contact Details

Please do not hesitate to contact us for further information.

Website: www.mediasmart.org.uk
Email: info@mediasmart.org.uk

Telephone: 00 44 (0) 20 7221 4374
Fax: 00 44 (0) 20 7229 6630

Media Smart Supporters

• Advertising Association
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• AMV BBDO
• BMP DDB
• British Toy and Hobby Association
• BSkyB
• Cadbury Trebor Bassett
• GMTV
• Hasbro
• H J Heinz Co Ltd
• Incorporated Society of British Advertisers
• Institute of Practitioners of Advertising
• Kellogg's
• Lego
• Masterfoods
• Mattel
• Mindshare
• National Confederation of Parent Teacher Organisations (Charity

partner)
• Nickelodeon
• Procter & Gamble
• The Newspaper
• Turner Broadcasting
• Unilever
• Viacom Brand Solutions
• Young Media Ltd


