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Abstract 

 

This report is the product of the investigation conducted within the Supervised Teaching 

Practicum (STP) for teaching English at the 3rd cycle and secondary education levels 

throughout the 2023/2024 school year. The goal of which was to promote understanding 

and competencies of media literacy making use of project-based learning (PBL) practical 

pedagogy that leads to students taking responsibility for their learning and bridging the 

classroom with the school community.   

  In most national and international guidelines for pedagogical action, it is 

established that teachers of all disciplines need to develop critical thinking with their 

students. However, there is often a lack of frameworks that can be employed for this 

purpose, resulting in a tendency for inertia in maintaining transmissive methodologies. 

Additionally, there is a pressing need for teacher-researchers to empirically document 

their best practices to address the disconnection between theory and practice in terms of 

media literacy education (McDougall et al., 2018).  

This report aims to contribute to the suppression of this need. It employed an 

experimental framework to gauge and develop critical media literacy (CML) and digital 

media literacy (DML) among adolescent students through PBL.  

The intervention consisted of two different student-led projects – A video about 

families for an intercultural exchange and a newspaper about social problems. The 

process of creation was accompanied by lessons of preparation on crucial skills for a 

media-literate citizen. The framework was developed and applied to a class of 11th 

graders in the English as Foreign Language (EFL) context, with two projects having been 

refined using action research (AR) methodology.  

 

Key-words: Critical Media Literacy, Project-Based Learning, Digital and Media Literacy, 

Critical Thinking



 
 

Resumo 

 

Este relatório é o produto da investigação realizada dentro do contexto de Prática de 

Ensino Supervisionada (PES) no âmbito da conclusão do Mestrado em Ensino de Inglês 

no 3º Ciclo e Ensino Secundário no ano letivo de 2023/2024. Tem como objetivo 

promover entendimento e competências de literacia mediática, fazendo uso de pedagogia 

prática de metodologia à base de projeto, que leva os alunos a tomarem responsabilidade 

pela sua própria aprendizagem e ligar a sala de aula com a comunidade escolar. 

 Na maior parte dos documentos orientadores nacionais e internacionais para ação 

pedagógica, é estabelecido que professores de todas as disciplinas devem desenvolver 

sentido critico nos seus alunos. Contudo, costuma haver uma falta de enquadramentos 

que possam ser utilizados para este propósito, resultando numa inercia e manutenção de 

metodologias transmissivas. Adicionalmente, como estabelecido em McDougall et al. 

(2018), existe uma necessidade premente para professores-investigadores documentarem 

empiricamente as suas melhores práticas para lidar com a desconexão entre a teoria e a 

prática em termos de educação para a literacia mediática.  

This report aims to contribute to the suppression of this need. It employed an 

experimental framework to gauge and develop critical media literacy (CML) and digital 

media literacy (DML) among adolescent students through PBL.  

 Este relatório tem como objetivo contribuir para a supressão desta necessidade. 

Faz uso de um enquadramento experimental para medir e desenvolver literacia mediática 

critica e digital em alunos adolescentes, através de metodologia de projeto. 

A intervenção consistiu em dois projetos centrados nos alunos. Criação de um 

vídeo sobre famílias para um evento de intercâmbio intercultural e um jornal sobre 

problemas sociais. O processo de criação foi acompanhado por lições de preparação sobre 

competências cruciais para um cidadão com literacia mediática. O enquadramento foi 

desenvolvido e aplicado a uma turma de 11º ano, em que os dois projetos foram refinados 

através da metodologia investigação-ação.  

 

Palavras-chave: Literacia Mediática Critica, Metodologia de Projeto, Literacia Digital  
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Introduction  

  

A common complaint heard across third-cycle and secondary education from students is 

that lessons tend to be too theoretical and passive. It is often the case that either due to 

pressing needs to teach exam content or due to administrative pressure on teachers to 

finish the program, transmissive methodologies often end up being most widely-chosen 

way of teaching content. Well-designed and well-executed project work, which is 

“motivating, stimulating, empowering and challenging [and often] results in building 

student confidence, self-esteem, and autonomy as well as language skills, content learning, 

and cognitive abilities” (Stoller, 2002, p.110) is often delegated to group works to be done 

outside lesson hours to not conflict with content transmission, or altogether removed from 

the curriculum structure. Some teachers may also feel more insecure when moving away 

from more quantitative and normative forms of assessment, such as the written test and 

oral presentations.  

 Nonetheless, project work is a crucial educational tool that can help bridge the gap 

between the classroom and the real world, as well as a means of making the learned 

content more relevant for the students, individually and collectively. This occurs due to 

the student-centered nature of project work, as well as the flexibility it can provide in 

customizing projects based on students’ interests and relevance. 

One topic it can be well suited for is the engagement with an element of daily life 

that feels almost inescapable – media consumption. As we are subsumed with endless 

informational and attentional demands from various platforms, it is becoming more and 

more relevant to teach students how to critically navigate their media landscape. This 

realm of knowledge shifts constantly, which may not lend itself very effectively to normal 

transmissive teaching. Any textbook designed to support a media studies teacher is likely 

to become rapidly outdated, and any curriculum with media education in mind requires 

constant updates.  

By employing project-based learning (PBL) to teach media literacy and taking on 

the role of guide and facilitator instead of a source of knowledge, teachers can assist 

students in developing critical thinking towards media content as well as empowering 

them with adequate and ethical competencies of media production. 

 With the above in mind, this report attempts to answer two main research 

questions: 1) How can we gauge students’ CML through PBL? 2) How can PBL 

contribute to the development of CML? 
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The report is thus structured into four main parts. The first chapter covers the two 

main concepts that underpin this research and guided the practicum, namely CML and 

PBL, as well as how the research aligns with national and international standards of 

education. The second chapter characterizes the methodology employed, while the third 

chapter provides a detailed dive into how the projects developed in the practicum, 

including specifications of the school context and classes worked with. The final chapter 

provides an overview and reflection on the results and limitations of the research, 

proposing possible suggestions for improvement. 

  



3 

 

Chapter 1 – Theoretical foundation 

  

This chapter covers the different accessions of media literacy that informed the research 

methodology, as well as the main characteristics of PBL and the connection of this 

dissertation with national and international guidelines for education. 

 

1.1 – Literacy, from functional to critical 

 

There are many competing and overlapping definitions and frameworks for the different 

aspects of literacy currently understood today, but an adequately comprehensive starting 

point is understanding that literacy stands for the “ability to share meaning through 

symbol systems in order to fully participate in society” (Hobs, 2010, p.16). In this 

definition, Hobs widens the scope of the term from previous understandings that 

characterize it as simply being able to read and write, or Functional Literacy as used by 

Arikan (2002). It includes other forms of literacy, such as Cultural Literacy, or knowledge 

of a culture or a society, as well as Critical Literacy, or the ability to analyze and dissect 

forms of cultural expression from any source (Arikan 2002). 

These understandings paved the way for the concept of Media Literacy as “a set 

of competencies that enable us to interpret media texts and institutions, to make media of 

our own and to recognize and engage with the social and political influence of media in 

everyday life” (Hoechsmann and Poyntz, 2012, p.1). Media then means not only products 

(e.g., TV news) but also the institutions that produce them (e.g., broadcasting companies). 

The field of research of media literacy has had to adjust to rapid cultural and 

technological shifts in terms of perspective since its inception in the second half of the 

twentieth century. Initially, the attention was on the effects of mass media consumption, 

especially television, from the 1970’s to the 2000’s. There was mostly a focus on a 

critique of representations of what was being communicated and by whom, predicated on 

a one-way flow of information and messaging from producer to passive consumer, 

described as Media Literacy 1.0 (Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012). This approach 

considered the relationship between media and consumer as one akin to a hypodermic 

needle and skin, in which the message encoded in the product would be immediately 

injected in and assimilated by the audience, with no chance to resist its influence 

(Boyington et al., 2022). This model was later contested by Hall (1980) who defended 
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that audience members always bring their own understandings and lived experiences to 

their interpretation of media content, creating and negotiating personal meanings. 

Hall’s encoding/decoding framework had applied only to television when written 

but became more widely recognized and remains relevant, particularly since the 2000’s, 

when the flow of information started to be understood as a two-way street, where 

consumers were offered more opportunities to actively engage with the content produced. 

This was made possible by the sophistication of video games and the increasing ease of 

user-created content via social media and editing software (Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012). 

In our current technological and cultural moment, where inscrutable algorithmic 

processes shape our media landscape, it is pressing for all educators to update their 

understanding of Media Literacy to better prepare future generations to cope with the 

deluge of information we currently receive. Part of this preparation should also include a 

specific emphasis on critical media literacy (CML), which expands upon the previous 

concepts by focusing more explicitly on the politics of representation in media, as well as 

the interplay of media and individual/social identity (Center for Media Literacy, 2019).  

To assist both educators and students in developing CML, several institutions and 

researchers have proposed key concepts to observe and critically assess content. The 

Center for Media Literacy (2019) proposes the following core concepts as the foundation 

of a critically literate understanding of the world. In essence, a critically media-literate 

citizen understands: 

• all media messages are constructed, 

• each medium has its language conventions, 

• different people experience the same message differently, 

• there is no neutral message, as all media have values and points of view, and 

• most media messages are organized to gain profit or power. 

These above concepts are frequently repeated, if not necessarily summarized so 

succinctly, by several different authors (cf. Luke, 2000; Lewinson, Fling, Sluys, 2002; 

Hobbs, 2010; Hoechsmann and Poyntz, 2012; Roberston and Scheidler-Benns, 2016; 

Center for Critical Media, 2019; Kellner and Share, 2019), but some further specifications 

from the Ontario Ministry of Education (1989) should also be highlighted, namely that: 

• form and content are closely related in media, 

• audiences negotiate meaning in Media, and 

• the Media construct reality. 
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This last concept, although somewhat hyperbolic in its phrasing, is particularly 

important in terms of the possibly devastating impact that negative media representation 

can have on the people represented. For instance, constant media representations of 

mentally ill people as dangerous, criminal, or unpredictable have a negative impact on 

self-esteem, help-seeking behaviors, medication adherence, and overall recovery for 

those affected (Stuart, 2006). Because of this, authors emphasize the pragmatic aspect of 

social justice and responsible representation in media and the agency of the literate person 

to change their media landscape (Kellner and Share, 2019).  

Two frameworks emphasize this aspect and serve as the basis for this report. 

Critical Media Literacy (CML), as established by Kellner and Share (2019), and Digital 

and Media Literacy (DML), as established by Hobs (2010). Before addressing their 

particularities, it is worth noting that within the field of media literacy studies, there are 

also a great number of interrelated terms that can be understood as part of the same 

conceptual family. These include information literacy, media education, and news 

literacy, among others. According to Hobs (2010), however, these concepts are not in 

competition but rather in cooperation with one another. Although they are based on 

different disciplinary traditions, there is considerable overlap among them, despite not 

being interchangeable. While Kellner and Share’s (2019) CML emphasizes conceptual 

questions, Hobs’ (2010) framework of DML emphasizes competencies.  

Starting with Kellner and Share (2019), the conceptual understandings and 

questions to be asked by students and teachers when interrogating a text, medium, or 

context are: 

• Social Constructivism - All information is co-constructed by individuals and/or 

groups of people who make choices within social contexts (Who made it?). 

• Language/Semiotics: Each medium has its language-specific grammar and 

semantics (How was it made?). 

• Audience/Positionality: Individuals and groups understand media messages 

similarly and/or differently depending on multiple contextual factors (How can it 

be understood differently?). 

• Politics of Representation: Media messages and the medium through which they 

travel always have a bias and support and/or challenge dominant hierarchies of 

power, privilege, and pleasure (What perspectives are represented, missing, or 

influenced by the medium?). 
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• Production/Institutions: All media texts have a purpose, often commercial or 

governmental, that is shaped by the creators and/or systems within which they 

operate (Why was it created or shared?). 

• Social and Environmental Justice: Media Culture is a terrain of struggle that 

perpetuates or challenges positive and/or negative ideas about people, groups, and 

issues. It is never neutral. (Who does it advantage or disadvantage?). 

Hobs’ (2010) set of competences that make for a media-literate citizen, on the 

other hand, are as follows: 

• Access: The ability to find and use media and technological tools skillfully and 

share appropriate and relevant information with others. 

• Analyze and Evaluate: The ability to comprehend messages and use critical 

thinking to analyze message quality, veracity, credibility, and point of view, 

considering potential effects or consequences of messages. 

• Create: The ability to compose or generate content using creativity and confidence 

in self-expression, with awareness of purpose, audience, and composition 

techniques. 

• Reflect: Apply social responsibility and ethical principles to one’s own identity 

and lived experience, communication behavior, and conduct.  

• Act: Working individually and collaboratively to share knowledge and solve 

problems in the family, workplace, and community, and participating as a member 

of a community at local, regional, national, and international level. 

This last competence aligns itself with the importance given to personal agency, 

as established in Robertson and Shiedler-Benns’ framework that posits students “as media 

critics, [who] can take apart, interrupt and replace messages with positive empowering 

messages” (2016, p. 2251). This emphasis on the creation of media messages is also a 

crucial aspect of CML, as it is insufficient to simply teach children to critique but also to 

take steps in changing not just our media landscape, but our social and physical 

surroundings as well. Otherwise, we may risk degenerating classrooms into factories of 

cynicism, as Bigelow et al. (1994) put it.   

This disconnect between school and the world is also a problem highlighted by 

McDougall et al. (2018), framing it as “the thorny question of how to effectively 

consolidate the school and out-of-school media literacy practices that are essential to 

cross the home-school and online-offline institutionally constructed divides” (p.8). After 

all, there are many locations in which learning happens, as highlighted by Hobs (2010), 
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and assuming learning can only occur within K-12 education would be short-sighted and 

ineffective at reaching students. 

In this investigation, the competency of creation was taken as one of the major 

pillars supporting the project’s structure, hinging on the understanding that practical 

media creation requiring active audience involvement is more effective than passive 

approaches as they are more demanding in terms of mental effort and comprehension, 

according to Jeong et al.’s (2012) meta-analysis. Furthermore, by getting students 

acquainted with current media trends, practices, and production technology, creation 

approaches can lead to successful teaching strategies to improve diverse media literacy 

competences (Mcdougall et al., 2018), which include the ability to think critically, take 

responsibility for their learning process and their own positions while contemplating 

alternative viewpoints (Domingo- Coscollola et al., 2016).  

A tool to combine these two frameworks was to engage students with Project-

based learning (PBL), an approach whose characteristics and definition will be expanded 

upon in this next section.  

 

1.2 – Defining Project-Based Learning 

 

Much like media literacy has many schools of thought and specifications, so does PBL. 

Summarizing the literature from the 1980’s and 1990’s, Stoller (2002) proposes the 

following as common features among PBL researchers’ definition of the concept: 

1 - Project work focuses on content learning rather than specific language targets. 

Real-world subject matter and topics of interest to students are central. 

2 - Projects are student-centered, with the teacher playing a supporting and 

guiding role throughout the process. 

3 - Project work is cooperative rather than competitive, sharing resources, ideas, 

and expertise. 

4 - Project work leads to authentic integration of skills and processing of 

information from varied sources, mirroring real-life tasks. 

5 - Project work culminates in a product that can be shared with others in the 

community, giving the project a real purpose outside the classroom. The value lies not 

only in the product but also in the process. 
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6 - Project work is potentially motivating, stimulating, empowering, and 

challenging, possibly resulting in building student confidence, self-esteem, and autonomy, 

as well as improving language skills, content learning, and cognitive abilities. 

 While the first five aspects are matters of a priori design, this last one is a set of 

positive possible consequences of a well-designed project. Within these, what truly 

defines PBL is the dynamic between product and process and community relevance, as 

what distinguishes it from Task-based Learning is the bridging of the classroom activities 

with the real world, not just in terms of content and skills employed, but also materially 

influencing the social reality of the students and schools.  

 Other crucial aspects of PBL are either not included within this framework or may 

not be immediately perceptible from the onset. According to the Gold Standard of PBL 

(Buck Institute, 2022), for a successful PBL approach, the crucial design elements consist 

of: 

• A Challenging Problem or Question: Framing the project by a meaningful 

problem to be solved or a question to answer.  

• Sustained Inquiry: Students engage in a rigorous, extended process of posing 

questions, finding resources, and applying information. 

• Authenticity: The project involves real-world context, tasks and tools, quality 

standards or impact, Or the project speaks to personal concerns, interests, and 

issues in the student’s lives. 

• Student Voice and Choice: Students make some decisions about the project, 

including how they work and what they create, and express their ideas in their 

voice.  

• Reflection: Students and teachers reflect on the learning, the effectiveness of their 

inquiry and project activities, the quality of student work, and obstacles that arise 

and strategies to overcome them.  

• Critique and Revision: Students give, receive, and apply feedback to improve their 

processes and products.  

• Public Product: Students make their project work public by sharing it with and 

explaining or presenting it to people beyond the classroom. 

 The main discrepancy between these two different frameworks seems to be a more 

overt and explicit focus on student agency from the latter, as well as the specification of 

a more iterative process that requires not just several steps, but consistent and continuous 

cycles of feedback and improvement.  
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 With the definition of what makes for a PBL approach, it is also important to 

consider different taxonomies of projects. Stoller (2002) organizes them under the 

categories of structure, data collection, and report. The structure can range from structured, 

semi-structured, and unstructured according to how much decision-making power 

students have in the project. A structured project has the teacher determine the topic, 

materials, methodology, and presentation. Unstructured has minimum intervention from 

the teacher. The semi-structured strikes a balance between the two and is possibly the 

most effective approach, since excessive pre-determination can defeat the empowering 

purpose of PBL and demotivate students but leaving too much of the structure to students 

can also lead to confusion and a sense of pointlessness or aimlessness which can be 

harmful not just for the learning process but also trust and rapport with the teacher.  

 The data collection methods listed reflected the period of writing, separating them 

into research projects in which students gathered information in a library, applicable 

nowadays not just with libraries but with online resources; text projects described as 

“encounters with texts rather than people” (Stoller, 2002), meaning the teacher provides 

the materials instead of the students gathering them themselves; correspondence projects 

in which communication with official entities to solicit information is required; survey 

projects that entail creating a set of questions and analyzing informant responses, and 

encounter projects in which guest speakers or individuals from outside of the classroom 

are contacted and interact with the students. None of these are mutually exclusive, so any 

project can employ several of data collection tools. 

 The reporting possibilities (or final product) range from material or digital 

production (e.g., a video, a newspaper, an art exhibit) to performance projects such as 

debates or presentations and organizational projects, such as the creation of school clubs. 

Although all of them require consistent student engagement, material productions are 

possibly the simplest to execute and require the least amount of commitment, since once 

a product is completed, it can be engaged indefinitely by the community without 

maintenance. (e.g., a video, after being produced, can be watched as long as it is available). 

A performance of any kind may be more ephemeral but may place more social pressure 

on the students, which can lead to hesitancy from shier students away from the project 

but also make for effective preparation for adult life, as most jobs will require people to 

work under pressure of some kind. Organizational projects require the most amount of 

commitment from the students and teachers, as sustaining a club is a time-consuming 

endeavor. However, it is also possibly the most effective at bridging the classroom and 
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community, as clubs can bring in students from other years or class as well as other 

teachers and possibly parents. 

Regardless of the designed characteristics of a project, a step-by-step approach is 

required to effectively provide guidelines for the students to excel. Stoller (2002) 

proposes a 10-step work-flow. The steps start with an agreement on the theme, 

determination of the outcome, and structuring of the project. Within each of these steps, 

the amount of agency a teacher provides to can vary significantly, since more structured 

projects will have these elements decided before presenting them to the students.  

After this setup, students are then tasked with gathering, compiling, and analyzing 

information before presenting the final product and ultimately evaluating the project as a 

whole. Since Stoller (2002) writes from the perspective of foreign-language instruction, 

there are intermediate steps dedicated to preparing students for the language demands of 

information management and presentation. This structure is widely applicable to many 

forms of projects, and in this report, it assisted in setting up the several steps of both 

projects. 

 

1.3 – Articulating Critical Media Literacy and Project-Based Learning 

 

Given the previously mentioned characteristics of PBL, it is reasonable and logical to 

conclude that they lend themselves well to the pragmatic and progressive goals of CML. 

When focused on content learning and real-life matters, teachers may effectively 

plan lessons with authentic materials with recurrent attention given to the various 

questions of authorship, audience, interpretation, ideology, and access that underlie CML. 

Given the leeway it can provide in terms of choice and authenticity of materials, it is a 

flexible approach that allows students to work on topics they find relevant and 

consequently improve engagement, especially if, within the project structure, sustained 

inquiry is fomented. 

The student-centered and cooperative nature of PBL, wherein teachers play a 

more supportive and guiding role, lets the students take the lead and take responsibility 

for their learning. Additionally, as reinforced by Hoechsmann and Poyntz (2012), media 

educators (and in this case, PBL teacher-guides) should operate under the humility that 

they are not experts on the content being taught, as media corporation knowledge and 

student cultural background are wild cards in the meaning-making process of interpreting 

media messages. Teachers also need to be mindful of the separation between their 
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academic knowledge and ideology, as well as the legal issues that may arise if working 

in countries with limited freedom of personal expression (Arikan, 2002). Not only that, 

but they need to allow the expression of students’ feelings, reflections, and opinions, 

avoiding a patronizing or unwittingly chastising stance. This does not mean everything is 

allowed, however, since in dealing with controversial topics within CML education, 

socially harmful perspectives such as bigotry may surface, and it is the teacher’s 

responsibility to maintain the discussion respectful and ethical.  

This confrontation of perspectives allied with the authentic integration of the 

student’s entire skill repertoire to achieve a practical result will create opportunities for 

reflection on their investigation habits, sources, and biases. Not only that, but it also can 

request students’ diverse capacities that could otherwise be wasted in approaches 

focusing on one skill. A student within a group may not have high English proficiency 

but may be a proficient video editor. In creating a video project, they may use their skills 

for the product and feel validated in the process. 

This approach, which is defined by the creation of a product to share with the 

community, provides ample opportunity for students to produce positive change in their 

environment. It also has them consider the element of an expected audience, which is an 

important bridge to the CML notion of positionality. It asks students to think about what 

message they wish to transmit, which is a preliminary step in understanding how media 

products have an audience in mind and either cater to it or try to convince them of 

something (Kellner and Share, 2019). 

However, it is often felt that in foreign language contexts, especially at lower 

levels, this kind of teaching methodology is beyond the reach of students. For example, 

Huh (2016) highlights that in the English as Second Language context of the United States, 

low English proficiency leads to a focus on basic skills, such as surface-level 

comprehension and avoidance of cognitively demanding tasks. In the context of this 

research report, adolescent foreign language learners, there is also the risk that immaturity 

and lower language proficiency could exacerbate known psychological challenges to 

media education, such as confirmation bias.  

McDougal et al. (2018) warn that being exposed to contradicting evidence is not 

sufficient to correct a bias and may reinforce the previously held erroneous belief. Any 

approach to CML, especially one that requires student agency such as PBL, must address 

this bias to ensure students develop the necessary critical thinking, even if research shows 
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that despite the acknowledgment of the validity of opposite views, people tend to continue 

to rely on previous assumptions (McDougall et al. 2018).   

 

1.4 – Articulation with national and international guidelines 

 

The European Commission’s report Teaching Media Literacy in Europe (McDougall et 

al., 2018) offers a comprehensive overview of what is currently done in terms of media 

literacy education in the European context. The authors state that media education is 

essentially scattered across curriculum areas, rarely approached as an independent subject. 

It is not a mandatory school subject in any EU country, reinforcing that “media education 

in schools is mostly episodic and situated, which creates inconsistency and tension within 

European school curricula” (McDougall et al., 2018, p.60). This research attempts to 

contribute to fulfilling the necessity established in the report, in which “media literacy 

educators and stakeholders [need] to document their best practice in the form of empirical 

classroom research, and to address enduring disconnects between theory and practice, 

conceptual frameworks and pedagogic practice, and educational/political policy and 

classroom practices” (ibid, p.70).  

In developing PBL approaches with a focus on CML in the 3rd cycle and 

secondary level, this research also contributes to the vision established in the Student’s 

Profile by the End of Compulsory Schooling (Direção Geral de Educação, 2017) of a 

student equipped with multiple literacies that allow them to critically examine reality as 

well as evaluate and select information. It also promotes critical, autonomous, 

and creative thinking, as well as collaborative and communicative work skills.  

This research directly addresses core competencies of the Aprendizagens 

Essenciais for 11th grade, such as using creative and critical thinking to relate personal 

experiences with materials heard, read, and produced, as well as collaborating in groups 

(Direção Geral da Educação, 2018b).  

Finally, this research is also particularly appropriate for the promotion of 

established competencies in the Reference Framework of Competences for Democratic 

Culture, namely the competency of knowledge and critical understanding of the self, of 

language, of communication, and of media (Council of Europe, 2018). Several 

competencies established in the CEFR Companion Volume (Council of Europe, 2020), 

from reception, production, interaction, and mediation are worked on, given the skill-

integrating nature of PBL.  
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Chapter 2 – Methodology 

 

This chapter covers a brief description of the projects implemented as well as the data 

collection tools and data processing methods. 

 

2.1 – Project description 

  

The implementation of the projects followed action research methodology, more 

specifically, the structure elaborated by Kemmis and McTaggart (1988), wherefore, after 

planning and implementing the first project, the observation and reflection upon the data 

gathered informed the structure and aims of the following project.  

 This research aimed to accomplish four different projects across two groups of 

students.  Two were applied at a secondary level with one 11th-grade class, consisting of 

a video (P1) and a class newspaper (P2) project. These will be the focus of this report, 

being more developed at all stages with more consistent and relevant data collection. This 

is due to the higher level of English and more mature nature of older students who can 

tackle more complex subjects with more nuance.  

The two projects applied in the 3rd cycle consisted of a song analysis (P3) and a 

public service announcement (PSA) video creation (P4). As a simpler project, the song 

analysis proved to be a considerable challenge for many of the students, which led to a 

noticeable increase in L1 instruction. Consequently, it was deemed preferable to demand 

less complexity from the students, thereby resulting in less investigative attention to these 

projects. Nonetheless, in the results section, they will be addressed to provide relevant 

insight into students’ CML understandings, especially in contrast with their older peers. 

These challenges found in the 3rd cycle EFL context align with what has been already 

demonstrated by Huh (2016) in the American ESL context. 

The conceptual framework adopted was primarily Kellner and Share’s (2019), 

guiding the material creation and didactic approaches in promoting CML among students. 

The core principles, here phrased as actionable questions, are the following:  

• Who are all the possible people who made choices that helped create this text? 

(Social Constructivism) 

• How was this text constructed and delivered/accessed? (Semiotics) 

• How could this text be understood differently? (Positionality) 
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• What values, points of view, and ideologies are represented or missing from this 

text or influenced by the medium? (Politics of Representation) 

• Why was this text created/shared? (Production) 

• Who does this text advantage or disadvantage? (Social and Environmental Justice) 

Not every aspect was given the same weight in the project and lesson design, nor 

were student productions uniform in revealing insight about their own CML. 

 Not every aspect was given the same focus in the project design, nor were student 

productions uniform in revealing insight about their own CML. Also worth noting is that 

all these concepts are of a receptive nature and not analysis principles. However, as 

elaborated in Hobs (2010), Robertson and Shiedler-Benns (2016), and Hoechsmann and 

Poyntz (2012), among others, analysis is not sufficient for a media literate citizen. Agency 

in the choice of topic and approach, as well as the practical creation of a media product, 

are crucial aspects with which PBL is especially aligned. More concretely, Hobs’s (2010) 

DML competencies of access, evaluation, and creation were transversally practiced in 

both projects implemented. 

This notion of student agency and production was a guiding principle in the lesson 

and project designs, which also required students to exercise their critical thinking 

indirectly, lest the whole endeavor feel like an imposition rather than their own 

discoveries. 

 From this starting point, this research attempts to answer the following research 

questions: 

Research Question 1 (RQ1) - How can we gauge students’ level of Critical Media 

Literacy through Project Based Learning? 

Research Question 2 (RQ2) - How can Project Based Learning contribute to 

developing students’ learning of Critical Media Literacy? 

 

2.2 – Data collection and processing 

 

For this investigation, both qualitative and quantitative data were collected through the 

following methods. 

 To obtain a preliminary answer for RQ1, a survey (see Appendix 1) was conducted. 

It aimed at assessing the media consumption and interpretative habits of the students 

before implementing the newspaper project. Since we would be working on news and 

online sources for P2, it was relevant to not just include an adaptation of Kellner and 
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Share’s (2019) framework, but also to include elements of news literacy from Tamboer 

et al. (2023) and media consumption from Common Sense (Rideout et al, 2021). It was 

provided in Portuguese to reduce the chance of unclear answers.  

It is worth noting that although the survey was meant to have been conducted 

before the projects were implemented, it was only conducted between projects. This was 

due to an event in which Danish students would visit ESNA and coincidently requested a 

video project from the participating classes at our school. To take this opportunity for 

natural implementation of the video project, I decided to switch the order of the projects, 

and having to meet tight deadlines for completion of the video project in time, the survey 

was postponed. 

Further data collection included class observation grids using Milrood’s (2003) 

web grids detailing the different valences of the class. The grid is split into eight different 

categories. Linguistic activities were taken to mean explicit work on grammar or lexis. 

Pragmatic ones involved the development of real skills (e.g., debates), and informative 

ones involved teacher instruction or lecture and cognitive activities that engaged students 

critical and analytical thinking. Individual activities included exercise completion and 

lecture listening. Interactive activities included pair and group work, as well as whole-

class discussion. Teacher-centered moments were any time the class discussion had the 

mandatory mediator of the teacher, and student-centered activities included pair and 

group work.                                                                              

The chart completion method was adapted (see Appendix 2). In the original 

document, it is stated that a moment in a lesson can encompass multiple valences 

simultaneously (Milrood, 2003). Although accurate, some valances do not overlap. For 

example, any given moment may not be both student and teacher-centered, nor can it be 

individual and interactive.  

Hence, the observation was grouped into three different axes: 

individual/interactive; student-centered/teacher-centered; and pragmatic/cognitive/ 

informative/linguistic. Although, in retrospect, this final category did not require such 

stark segmentation, for ease of organization, it was deemed necessary, providing more 

consistent data for analysis. The charts were filled with three ticks every five minutes for 

both 90-minute and 45-minute lessons. Additionally, since I noticed the lessons seemed 

to consistently begin later than the established time, I added another category: logistics. 

If this was ticked, none of the others were. This category included computer issues, 

student tardiness, and communication unrelated to the English class. 
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A class diary was also created, with the respective notes of the lesson proceedings 

being written down and then allocated and reflected upon on Google documents shared 

between the cooperating teachers and me. 

Additionally, since the topic of investigation requires student spoken productions 

as well as written ones, I received their guardians’ permission to record the audio of 

lessons I taught. To make better use of this data-gathering technique, since I could not 

guarantee students would speak loud enough to be audible in the recording, I made a habit 

of rephrasing or repeating student interventions to the whole class, as I had noticed my 

voice could be clearly and consistently discerned.  

Finally, the main source of data is student-produced artifacts and reflections. 

These include but are not limited to: The videos of P1, the articles and newspaper of P2, 

audios of P3, and the PSAs produced in P4; The intermediate production of visual posters, 

reflecting on their representation, fact-checking reports among other written productions 

and surveys through Google forms, Mentimeter and Padlet where I collected student data 

and insight which were then used for both qualitative and quantitative analysis. I 

conducted two focus group interviews, henceforth FGI, (See Appendix 3 and 4) with all 

the 11th-grade students to gather information on the effectiveness and impressions of the 

two main projects  

In the practicum section, each project will be covered individually, the processes 

undertaken, and what student productions reveal about their CML understanding.1 This 

will be processed in a qualitative way, in which the relevant indications of literacy will 

be highlighted and reflected upon. Initially, the report was meant to be approached 

through content analysis, as per the definition of Weniger and Kiss (2014), which would 

turn student production into quantitative data and be scrutinized to infer patterns. 

However, it would be impractical to establish the necessary boundaries between the 

analysis unit (lessons? products? interventions?) and the data unit (sentences? ideas? 

interventions?) required for meaningful and comparable scrutiny of the data through 

content analysis.  Student productions and spontaneous interventions are too different to 

be compared with the rigidity of content analysis; hence, this report will take a more 

holistic approach. 

 
1Appendix 5 to 11 include all the lesson plans and materials used for P1.  

Appendix 12 to 16 refer to P2. 

Appendix 17 to 19 refer to P3. 
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Nonetheless, some of the methodology is borrowed in the sense that the data will 

be analyzed taking in light of each of the principles of Kellner and Share’s (2019) 

framework for CML and how student production aligns with them. Additionally, it was 

also important to reflect on the structural nature of PBL and DML characteristics within 

the project structure, which will be expanded upon not just in the practicum but also in 

chapter 4. 

Throughout the practicum, both in observation and in the project implementation, 

I took notes of student production that demonstrated an understanding of CML. However, 

I did not aim at having students reach any conclusion out of concern that excessive overt 

instruction could be perceived as over-handed. As expressed in Saeverot (2022), 

excessively direct educational language can lead to a form of teaching overloaded with 

exact and detailed expectations that are limited when faced with the unexpected. In PBL 

approaches and most student-lead approaches in education, the variable of student 

individuality will inevitably lead to unforeseen situations that require flexibility from the 

teacher and students. Hence, I found it to be important to lead students to a greater critical 

awareness of the sources they consulted while providing adequate scaffolding for the 

purpose by developing material and instructional intermediaries that provide students 

with interpretative leeway without leaving them adrift, aiming at achieving a balance 

between Saeverot’s (2022) notion of direct and indirect pedagogy. 
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Chapter 3 – The practicum 

 

The practicum took place in two different schools in the center of Lisbon that will not be 

named to preserve anonymity. One unclustered secondary school2, hereby referred to as 

ESNA, and a middle school from the Agrupamento de Escolas Marquesa de Alorna, 

hereby referred to as AEMA. The rationale behind this decision to split the practicum was 

that having worked in AEMA the previous year as an 8th-grade teacher and having had 

an overall positive experience both socially and pedagogically, I thought it beneficial to 

continue the work developed there, choosing to work with one of the 9th-grade classes 

that had been my students in the previous year.  

However, since it is a school without secondary-level education, I contacted 

ESNA and was graciously received by the school administration and cooperating teacher, 

and I worked with one of the 11th-grade classes of the cooperating teacher there.  

 In this section, I describe both schools’ contexts as well as the two classes I 

followed. 

 

3.1 – 3rd cycle context 

 

3.1.1 – AEMA 

 

AEMA is a public elementary school that hosts students from the 5th to the 9th-grade with 

an average of six classes per year and 18 to 25 students per class. The school serves a 

region considered to be economically disadvantaged and consequently partakes in the 

TEIP programme (Território Educativo de Intervenção Prioritário), making it a school 

with a special status, mission and government assistance. This is a program from the 

Portuguese government that is made available for schools located in regions where 

poverty and social exclusion, violence, indiscipline, and truancy are prevalent (Direção 

Geral da Educação, 2024). 

TEIP status grants AEMA special funding, with greater flexibility in scheduling 

to better allocate human resources. It also provides reinforced assistance of a team of 

social workers in the form of the Gabinete de Integração Psicosocial (GIPS) and greater 

freedom in establishing the pedagogical methodology and assessment criteria. This last 

 
2 Escola Não Agrupada. 
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aspect is noticeable in the school’s assessment criteria. The student’s grade is determined 

in 30% by attitudes (i.e., responsibility, effort, autonomy, and cooperation), 20% by 

classwork, and 50% by formal assessments (Agrupamento de Escolas Marquesa de 

Alorna, 2018), as opposed to the norm in other schools in which attitudes tend to be worth 

10%, as is the example of ESNA. Although the official reason for this change is not 

explicit in the school documents, it can be understood as a way to promote more 

responsible attitudes in students, since responsible and focused behavior can have an 

impact on future academic success.  

Given the high percentage of foreign students, the school strongly emphasizes 

teaching Portuguese as a foreign language (PLNM), often having two teachers per PLNM 

classroom.  

The school also offers a range of extra-curricular activities that include gardening, 

surfing, sailing, pottery, school bands, movie making, and the UBUNTU academy, among 

other initiatives, namely the theater group I began with other teachers and the expressive 

reading contest (Salto em Leitura) where I was a judge alongside my cooperating teacher. 

The classrooms had a computer, projector, and Internet connection; however, the 

projector did not function for most of the year, leading to an avoidance of projected 

materials.  

 

3.1.2 – The 9th-grade class 

 

The 9th-grade class at AEMA started the school year with 24 students and ended with 25, 

being one of the larger classes at the school. Consequently, the classroom was somewhat 

cramped. The gender ratio was 11 female students to 14 male students, and the median 

age was 14 years old. The youngest students were 13, and the oldest was 16 years old. 

Three students had state financial support (ASE - Ação Social Escolar).  Of the student 

body, only three students were new additions, one moved from a different class, another 

was held back, and a third arrived in the middle of the second semester from Brazil. The 

rest were from the same class as last year, so most of them had been together for over 

three years, being very at ease with one another, which sometimes led to a positive sense 

of cooperation with some students and sometimes led to considerable distraction and 

animosity due to past grievances with others.  

The student’s English level was rather high, with some having mastery of the 

language and being able to sustain conversations with ease, while others struggled to form 
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a simple sentence. Four students had official special needs status, though only three 

manifested strong learning difficulties. Others without official status also struggled with 

the subject, and when necessary, adaptations were made to tasks and official assessments.  

Culturally, the majority of them were of Portuguese descent, with three Brazilian 

students, one student who arrived from São Tomé at the end of the previous year, and one 

Portuguese student who had a Russian parent. 

The students were accustomed to working with PBL, having been my students last 

year, since one of the main forms of formal assessment was projects. This familiarity 

made them prime candidates for continued investment in PBL approaches. Thus, I was 

given considerable autonomy in the approaches taken with them. 

Classes were 50 minutes long and the schedule for this class was Monday at 

9:20am and Thursday at 12:25pm, just before lunch. This led to a discrepancy in behavior 

between the two days, as the Thursday lesson tended to be more agitated compared with 

Monday one. 

 

3.2 – Secondary School Context 

 

3.2.1 – ESNA 

 

Formerly an all-girls high school, ESNA is currently a secondary school with the four 

main four paths (Sciences, Humanities, Economics, and Arts) as well as professional 

dance and catering courses. It is one of the 46 schools of reference for the teaching of 

visually impaired students, with access to teachers specialized in the assistance of these 

students and with the infrastructure required for the purpose, namely braille printers and 

screen reading software, among other tools. It also offers a wide range of extra-curricular 

activities, ranging from several sports teams, an in-house theater teacher, and a cinema 

society.  

 The school is an ERASMUS+ partner, currently undergoing teacher training to 

implement exchanges abroad with the students for the following year. The school hosted 

an exchange event with the Solrod Gymnasium in Denmark, where the Danish students 

visited the school, observed some lessons, and participated in a debate with the 

Portuguese students. This exchange was crucial for the development of my STP, 

specifically for the video project.  
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 The evaluation system for English is divided into four skills: listening, reading, 

writing, and speaking. The English department determined that students were to be 

assessed via two mini-tests (45 minutes each) on the first three domains. Speaking was 

assessed once through individual oral presentations after being given a simple theme and 

another time with a dyad conversation on a topic given a few minutes before, so to assess 

improvised conversation ability. The above described accounted for 90% of the final 

grade, with 10% reserved for attitudes and values, according to the school’s official 

documents. 

 The school also formed a commission for welcoming international students 

(CAAI - Comissão de Acolhimento a Alunos Internacionais), of which my cooperating 

teacher was a member, and I organized and participated in several of the initiatives. These 

included a scavenger hunt, creating leaflets with crucial information on how the 

Portuguese education system works, updating the school website with English 

information about absence legislation, and organizing an event celebrating the 21st of May, 

Cultural Diversity Day. 

 The classroom had Internet connection, a computer, and a projector. However, the 

connection was slow, which led to brief delays in starting the lesson. The projector had 

poor lighting, which made screening materials on the whiteboard hard to see, but given 

the use of Google Classroom, students could easily consult the materials on their 

smartphones. The large size and old architecture of the classroom made the acoustics a 

hindrance to aural comprehensibility, since if more than one person spoke, it echoed 

loudly throughout the room.  

 

3.2.2 - The 11th-grade class 

 

I worked with one of my cooperating teacher’s 11th-grade classes, which included 

students who had chosen the Sciences and Technology path. The gender ratio was 13 

female students to 6 male. Most of them wished to go to university, with medicine being 

the most popular career path desired. Students were mostly of Portuguese descent, with 

one student having arrived two years ago from Angola and another arriving in this second 

semester from Brazil.  

 Students’ English level was noticeably high, most of them being able to follow 

and engage in sustained discussion, with a few exceptions. At one point, they were asked 
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to engage in a debate about consumerism, and the whole class participated for 90 minutes, 

displaying effective argumentative prowess in English. The class demonstrated mostly 

impeccable behavior and cooperation with tasks requested of them, delivering 

assignments on time.  

The cooperating teacher routinely engaged in Task-based learning, so students 

were accustomed to both independent and group work. Additionally, they rarely had 

homework as the teacher believed work should be done in the classroom. This 

combination of factors may have led me to initially overestimate their familiarity with 

PBL, which demonstrated ripe ground for practicing and acquiring planning skills 

required for project work. 

 The class was described by the CT (Conselho de Turma) as a relatively unknit 

class, meaning that they reported a sense of competition over cooperation in the classroom 

dynamic, with two students being reported as somewhat excluded from class interactions.  

Repeated cases of cheating on official assessments were reported as well. This made PBL 

even more relevant in hopefully giving them more common ground to bond and promote 

cooperation.  

 The lessons were 90 minutes long on Tuesdays from 11:45am to 1:15pm and on 

Fridays from 8:15am to 9:45am. The lessons on Tuesday had slightly less focus from 

students due to it being right before lunch, but it did not substantially interfere with the 

class dynamics.  

Regarding the STP, for the first project, all the lessons were under my 

responsibility from the start of the second semester, from February 2nd until March 5th, 

bringing a total of seven 90-minute blocks, not including the lesson of the debate that was 

under the coordination of the colleagues in charge of the Erasmus project from both 

schools. For the second project, I was responsible for the class from April 8th to May 5th 

and took a total of six 90-minute lessons to complete.  

 

3.3 – Extra-curricular activities 

 

Throughout the practicum, I contributed to the organization of four events and the 

management of one extra-curricular club, as well as other tasks to promote student 

integration.  
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 Since the cooperating teacher at ESNA was the coordinator of the commission for 

welcoming international students, the CAAI, I also participated in several initiatives. We 

created a leaflet with key school information for foreign students, drafted a Frequently 

Asked Questions (FAQ) page on the school website, and created and posted signs in 

English to assist in student orientation.  

 Additionally, for AEMA, I updated the self-assessment document used by the 

school’s English and French departments to reflect the nature of student assessment better. 

This was approved at the department level and was subsequently used by all teachers of 

these disciplines this school year.  

 Besides these initiatives, a fellow student-teacher and I organized the following 

events: The first one was a scavenger hunt for Portuguese as Foreign Language (PLNM) 

students. We drafted a set of questions in Portuguese regarding aspects of the school as 

well as aspects of the Portuguese language (e.g., the meaning of idioms). We mapped the 

event on key points of the school, with the notable inclusion of a challenge to decipher a 

message in braille that had the assistance of a blind student. This event promoted not just 

inclusion across languages but showcased and taught students some notions on how to 

read and communicate in Braille, making it inclusive for visually impaired students.  

 The second event consisted of a trip for all 9th-grade students from AEMA to visit 

and get to know ESNA as a possible path to the continuation of their study path, whether 

in the regular or professional route. I coordinated this event to coincide with the 

Culin’arte event, where the culinary arts students prepared several meals from around the 

world to promote intercultural understanding through food.  

 The third was an event called Oficina Multicultural. The event was organized with 

the help of the CAAI team and international and national students brought aspects of their 

culture they felt relevant, meaningful, and interesting to share with the school community. 

This was manifested mostly in food and posters, but also in two dance performances and 

traditional garments. To prevent a possible sense of otherization with the students, we 

drafted a plan that included not just international students but also as many national 

students as the grand hall permitted, having around 100 in total. The goal of the activities 

was for students not only to find common ground outside notions of nation-culture but 

also to be asked more individual and personal questions. We also gathered information 

on how everyone felt when arriving at the school to raise awareness of similar struggles 

between students and promote empathy. Out of 68 entries, 38 students demonstrated 

negative feelings (e.g., fear, anxiety, discrimination, sadness), while 27 displayed positive 
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feelings (e.g., happiness, enthusiasm, or motivation). To mitigate the friction experienced, 

the main suggestions from the students were further empathy from teachers, colleagues, 

and staff as well as more integration activities such as the one developed. 

 The last event was the culmination of the semester-long work with AEMA 

students in creating a theater group. Organized with the assistance of History, French, and 

Science teachers, we worked with students from the 5th to 8th-grades in drafting, 

rehearsing, and performing four different plays. The group I mentored consisted of five 

international students who created a bilingual play, in which although characters spoke in 

English, it was narrated in Portuguese, so that everyone could easily follow. All four plays 

were performed competently by the students with the presence of teachers and as many 

classes of students as the auditorium space permitted, and we presented the students with 

certificates of participation.  

 

3.4  – Class observation 

 

As previously mentioned, class observation was conducted using an adapted form of 

Millrood’s (2003) observation web chart. The goal was to gain an initial sense of how 

class time was being spent and what skills and approaches were more prevalent. These 

observations occurred mostly at the beginning of the practicum. Given the classroom 

conditions, I sat in front of the class, which meant anytime I looked at students, there was 

a reaction from them, interfering with class observation. 

Regardless, from the data gathered, we can reach the following conclusions. It is 

noticeable that classes took between five and ten minutes on average to get started, usually 

due to student tardiness or technological slowness. In AEMA, although less prevalent, 

since the lessons were 50 minutes long, it made a considerable dent in productive teaching 

time.  

As previously mentioned in the methodology, the charts were filled with one tick 

every five minutes for both lessons’ lengths in three different axis: Teacher/Student focus, 

Individual/Interactive work, and Cognitive, Linguistic, Informational, Pragmatic 

activities. The following percentages represent the fraction of class time used for each 

category. 

In terms of student/teacher focus, we can see in the ESNA lessons followed a 

mostly student-centered approach (69%) due to the Task-based approach the cooperating 

teacher employed. In AEMA the class structure followed the adopted textbook, with the 



25 

 

main activity being reading the provided texts and answering reading comprehension and 

grammar questions, leading to a 92% teacher-centered approach. 

In terms of interaction, the matter was more balanced between class contexts, with 

interactive activities comprising 64% of ESNA observed time and 56% at AEMA. 

However, interaction encompassed both student-student and teacher-student interaction. 

The ESNA interaction consisted of initial whole class discussions with the teacher to 

provide context to the lesson content or theme, followed by most of the lesson devoted to 

group or pair activities with the teacher monitoring. At AEMA, on the other hand, it 

consisted mostly of call and response to answer questions from the textbook, which, while 

they do not beget much personal engagement from the students, are still interactive.  

Finally, in terms of the type of activity, the distribution varied considerably 

between contexts. At ESNA, there was more balance between activities despite the main 

focus on pragmatic activities (49%), followed by cognitive (25%), informative (13%), 

and linguistic (9%) activities. These pragmatic activities were mostly speaking-focused, 

such as debates or speeches. Cognitive activities included not just general reading 

comprehension but multimedia video comprehension tasks. The informative section 

consisted mostly of task instructions, with little time for exposition. There was also very 

little focus on explicit grammar elements or writing. Although the class, in general, was 

quite proficient in English, this imbalance between speaking and grammar/writing 

reflected itself in students being considerably at ease for speaking tasks but struggled with 

written assessment since it had not been practiced sufficiently in class. 

At AEMA, the opposite phenomenon occurred. Since most of the lessons revolved 

around grammar elements and reading comprehension, 81% of the time was linguistically 

focused. After that, 14% of the time was devoted to informative activities, namely 

instruction giving, followed by a negligible amount of time on pragmatic skills (2%). No 

cognitively focused activities were documented. 

 

3.5 – The ‘Families of ESNA’ video project  

 

The first project (P1) consisted in the creation of a short video under the moniker 

of ‘Families of ESNA’. A brief overview is provided in Appendix 5. The students were 

split into four groups of four to five people and were tasked with creating a video that 

conveyed an aspect of their perspective on families and family life. This video 

representation was announced in the second lesson of seven lessons, as the first lesson 
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was meant to get them acquainted with respectful and mindful representations of others 

(see Appendix 6, 7). Each group produced their video, and the class voted on which they 

wished to represent them in the exchange event with the Danish students, with the 

researcher’s and cooperating teacher’s vote worth as much as a student’s.  

Initially, the video creation project was meant to be the second project to be 

applied, but as the school had an ERASMUS partnership, we were informed that Danish 

students from Solrod Gymnasium would be visiting the school for a day of intercultural 

contact with the ESNA students, and we were asked to produce a video to show to both 

groups, to contrast with the one produced by the Solrod students on the same topic, and 

serve as the starting point to a debate. Taking this time-sensitive opportunity, the project 

order was reversed.  

P1 could be considered a semi-structured project, using Stoller’s (2002) taxonomy. 

The teacher decided upon the theme and guiding question ‘What does family mean to 

you?’, as well as the nature of the product, a video. Students were instructed to take three 

different perspectives when drafting their product, to provide a holistic and 

comprehensive view of family (See Appendix 7.3 and 8.2). Firstly, a statistical one, with 

data from reliable sources on a chosen aspect of the Portuguese average family’s reality. 

Secondly, a local one, where they had to use data from their community. This could have 

taken the form of their own class, school, or neighborhood. Finally, a personal perspective, 

where they were instructed to contrast the previous findings with their family reality or at 

the very least comment on how expected or surprising the previous findings were. 

Although it was requested that some element of the three perspectives be present, the 

students had creative freedom on what to focus on and how to present it. Students were 

provided with further questions to brainstorm different possible angles they could pursue 

in their video. Examples include, for the Statistical perspective “What is a typical 

Portuguese Family? Does it exist?”; for the Local perspective “How many people live in 

the houses of our class? How does that affect the family dynamics?” and for the Personal 

perspective, “How does your family differ from or resemble the typical Portuguese family.  

Part of the goal was also to have them reflect on their personal and idiosyncratic 

sense of family, their family’s small culture in Holliday’s (1999) understanding of the 

term and contrast it with their classmates’ reality as well the wider Portuguese reality and 

Danish counterparts’ representations. P1 intended to ensure a personal connection to 

make this emotionally and cognitively engaging while not losing sight of how their reality 

aligns or diverges from a wider statistical context, crucial in developing a sense of 
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belonging in the world and preventing misrepresentations based on empirical impressions. 

This understanding can provide a bridge to be more critical of media representations of 

social groups. 

 Before beginning the video itself, however, four intermediate steps were 

conducted to ensure students were adequately primed (See Appendix 6, 7, 8). 

 The first one consisted of a Mentimeter task in which they were simply asked the 

question “Who are you?” and were instructed to answer with five words each.  Following 

this, they were instructed to describe a set of public figures: Maggie Smith, Taylor Swift, 

Armando Julian, Kensin Yonezu, Caster Semenya and Wuant (See Appendix 6.1).They 

had to use five words as well, and they could choose any or all of the people in the image 

to describe. With a total of 85 answers in the former and 93 in the latter, they were asked 

to detect what trends of description they encountered, under a framework of personality, 

status, appearance, and activity. The students concluded that their self-descriptions 

emphasized personality and status and barely highlighted appearance and activity. 

Reversely, the description of other people emphasized their activity, followed by 

appearance and status. Reflecting with the students in the lesson shows us that since we 

are more familiar with ourselves and our inner world than others, there is a tendency for 

a more insightful self-description and a shallower description of others. This may seem 

like a tautology but since the ultimate goal of the project is to have students create a video 

that involves elements of self and hetero description, it is important to reflect that just like 

we have a rich inner world so do other people.  

 Two student comments were particularly insightful. One mentioned that nobody 

described themselves as students because they were all students, demonstrating an 

understanding of identity as a matter of context. If this activity was done with people from 

other walks of life, perhaps they would have chosen students as a self-description since it 

would cement their identity in contrast with their peers. This insight, applied to the media 

context, demonstrates an incipient understanding of the politics of representation 

principle.  

 Another comment was that it was easier to describe celebrities because they 

project a public persona. This understanding that separates the figure of celebrity into the 

real person (inaccessible to us) and the public persona (with whom we interact) is a direct 

understanding that any interaction a famous figure has with the public has an intent behind 

it. Although this is also true of any communicative interaction between real people, the 

para-social, unilateral, and mass-oriented nature of a celebrity’s interaction with the 
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public makes it necessarily less genuine a message and begets the principle of production 

“Why was this text created/shared?”, more concretely “What’s the goal of this public 

figure in communicating something to the public?” 

 From the exercise on description, the students were instructed to interview each 

other in pairs with a set of questions provided by the teacher and they had to take notes 

of the answers (See Appendix 6.2). The questions were simple but meant to take common 

get-to-know-you questions and make them a bit more meaningful. For example, instead 

of  “What is your favorite music?”, they were asked “What music cheers you up?”, which 

attempts to embed a natural follow-up: “Why does it cheer you up?” instead of ending 

the conversation with a simple answer of genre or artist.   

With this information, along with what they already knew about their partner, they 

were instructed to, at home, create a visual poster that represented them only through 

images (photos of the person excluded), to be explored in class in the next lesson (See 

Appendix 6.3 and 6.4). This is an exercise used at UCLA in the Critical Media Literacy 

course for educators, and the examples of use given by Kellner and Share (2019) seemed 

to have a more culturally diverse population with less mutual familiarity than this class’s 

students. They afterwards sent me the visual posters online and I printed them for the 

following lesson. 

With the posters plastered on the walls of the classroom, the students were 

instructed to roam around and detect patterns in the different representations. They were 

asked what they saw the most between interests and experiences; personality traits; 

values; social categories or anything else. Students seemed to bond through this 

experience, as they manifested a general sense of having been well-represented by their 

classmates and found the activity to have been fun in the written reflection requested. One 

of the questions was “What would a stranger deduce about you from this visual poster?”, 

which resulted in a common answer of “They would deduce I like [Thing].” However, 

from this question and activity, I prompted them to answer if this poster provided a 

complete view of them as people. They answered that it does not, it is only a snapshot. I 

highlighted how this small-scope activity of representation was performed by people who 

know each other and focused on the individual person, but in the world, there are stories 

and representations of the groups we are part of that may be drafted by people who may 

not be as familiar with them. This was meant to make students acquainted with notions 

of politics of representation. Additionally, generalizations may be unavoidable and 

necessary to make sense of the world, as highlighted by Rosling (2018), and although we 
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may not control what others say about our groups and ourselves, through the creation of 

our authentic representations we can contribute to dismantling stereotypes since they 

would rely on more intimate and realistic information, rather than a selection of generally 

accepted clichés.  

 Continuing in this vein of sensible representation, the next lesson (See Appendix 

8) involved making use of the Dollar Street platform. It is a photographic archive where 

families from all over the world take photographs of several aspects of their daily lives. 

The families are organized by monthly income, adjusted for currency differences. Instead 

of explaining to students this information, I instructed them to simply explore the site and 

have them explain it. The goal of this initial step was to stimulate critical thinking as per 

the suggestions of Armstrong (2016), letting students reach their own conclusions. 

Students took slightly longer than expected in the exploration of the website, but I allowed 

them to go over time since I noticed they were thoroughly engaged. Once I inquired what 

Dollar Street is, I used the opportunity to have them question their own assumptions in 

the form of Socratic dialogue. One student defined the website’s goal as to “Show 

different families around the world and their realities. Their routines and lives. Families 

of different social classes”. To this I inquired, “Does the website separate by social class?” 

and they concluded that “No, it is separated by income”. Although the notion of social 

class is inexorably linked with income, it is important to highlight to students that these 

are not synonymous and that they should focus on the more objective and explicit measure 

of income that Dollar Street uses.  

 Further interesting comments from the students included a student mentioning the 

website compares houses, cultures and lifestyles. Although correct, the website also does 

not classify anything in cultural terms. In inquiring the student, “How do we get culture 

from the pictures?” they replied that it “shows how many people live in a house. It affects 

family culture. It also shows objects, food, furniture…” This understanding of the 

household items as signifiers of culture demonstrates a nascent understanding from the 

student of the notion of small culture (Holliday, 1999) since at no point in the discussion 

did the student hinge on national, religious, or racial (i.e., Large Culture) elements to talk 

about the cultures in the archive, only on the objective photographs displayed. 

 The second part of this activity was meant to put students’ critical thinking and 

deduction skills to further use, by having them select the category Favorite Home 

Decoration or Most Loved Item, and from there choose the photograph of one of the 

families. From this, I asked students to answer three questions in pairs: “What is it?”, 



30 

 

“Why do you think that is their favorite item or decoration?” and “What can it tell us 

about the family?” The wording of questions was intentional, emphasizing that the 

students were meant to give a sustained impression and not an indisputably “correct” 

answer. This puts the responsibility of the learning process on the students, another 

recommendation by Armstrong (2016) since the teacher is not prescribing knowledge but 

is leading students to reach their own conclusions based on arguments and evidence, not 

authority. It positioned students as creators of knowledge that is subjective and 

provisional (Domingo-Coscollola et al., 2016), further cementing the student’s leading 

role in the learning process. 

Their conclusions were uploaded on a Padlet (See Appendix 8.1) and then 

discussed as a class. Before this, however, it was noticeable how students hesitated to 

make any comments on the chosen pictures. Given the class profile of high-achieving, 

grade-focused students, when faced with a context in which there is not one correct 

answer, they may have felt apprehension that anything they were to answer could be 

wrong. Once I explained that this was meant to be deductions, not explanations and that 

any interpretation from the teacher would be just another deduction, students relaxed and 

took more chances in their analysis.  

 Most pairs complied with the task’s instructions and there were several instances 

of hedging in the way they wrote about the chosen pictures. Expressions like “we deduce”, 

“it may be” or “we think that” were present throughout the entries which demonstrates an 

ethical understanding that their claims were impressionistic and should be treated as 

such.  

 Given the vastness of the archive, however, students seemed somewhat lost and 

took longer than expected with this activity, with the whole-class discussion starting with 

considerable hesitation to speak from the students. To improve upon this, I should have 

asked students to exchange pairs and compare impressions to ease them into a whole-

class discussion. 

 Finally, the last activity before providing fully dedicated project time was to have 

students reflect on their own families’ values, norms, and traditions, to provide them with 

reflection opportunities to narrow down their sense of familial small culture before 

creating the video about it (See Appendix 9). For this purpose, the lesson started with the 

teacher writing on the board the words values, norms and traditions, and asking students 

to define them. After this initial brainstorming, students were given a text that elaborates 

on these definitions and provides examples for the students to reflect on. Following the 
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reading of this text, students were given a set of questions about their own family’s values, 

norms, and traditions, whether they agree with them, and the personal meaning they may 

have (See Appendix 9.1). From class observation, it seemed that students bypassed the 

text to go directly to the questions, given how fast I noticed it took to go from reading to 

writing. This denotes a possible disconnect between material and activity, since to answer 

the questions, it was not required to read the text. Regardless, students engaged actively 

in writing the answers to the questions regarding their own family, demonstrating the 

principle that activities that beget students’ lived experiences are effective in engaging a 

class (Armstrong, 2016). 

 Regarding their answers, in terms of values, students emphasized mostly honesty, 

respect, love, and discipline, with some providing examples of how these values manifest 

as behavior: “My family manifest it [respect] by their actions, treating me with kindness 

and admitting that they are wrong if they know that they are wrong.” In terms of norms, 

they overwhelmingly agreed with the norms their family had established, naming the 

maintenance of harmony, the fact that norms are a representation of principles, and how 

they “make sense” as the main reason for agreeing with them. We can surmise that 

according to this testimony, the students overtly demonstrate to be in emotional sync with 

their families. The last segment, traditions, perhaps due to lack of time, was only written 

by 11 students. They highlighted sharing meals, movie nights, and Christmas and summer 

holidays as their most meaningful traditions, with one student saying that eating together 

“help to maintain the bonds”.  

 These four steps (self-description; visual posters; dollar street; family values) were 

part of a set of activities to help reinforce students’ reflection competence as put forth by 

Hobs’ (2010) DML framework. By highlighting the impressionistic nature of our 

opinions and mental representations of others, as well as exploring more in depth the 

perceptions of their own families, students are better equipped to apply social 

responsibility and ethical principles in the video representation that was going to be asked 

of them, namely on the avoidance of stereotypical images or generalizations from their 

own experiences that may not be universal. 

 In between these four activities, students also worked on the initial steps of 

filmmaking. They were provided with some initial instructions in lesson 2, (See Appendix 

7.3) which were as follows. In groups of four to five students, they had to produce their 

own film of three to five minutes under the central question: “What does family mean to 

you?”. Students were made acquainted with the steps necessary for filmmaking: research; 
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script writing; performance/recording and editing. In the first step, research, students were 

instructed to obtain a statistical notion of key aspects of Portuguese families (e.g., number 

of people per household).  Besides this, they were asked to answer an anonymous survey 

about their families, households, incomes and neighborhoods so that I could return to 

them the aggregated data to provide a comparative sense of how the small culture of the 

class compares with the Portuguese context (See Appendix 7.2). The questions were taken, 

abridged, and adapted from a list provided by the Danish counterparts of information they 

wished to know about the Portuguese students, to form a baseline for the debate that 

would conclude the event, since they would receive the same information from the Danish 

students.  

 Due to this being a completely novel type of work, and possibly some lack of 

clarity on my end in terms of defining or conveying the project, some students were 

confused on how to start their work. To alleviate this, I developed further guidance 

documentation, namely checklists and guiding questions, that proved effective in 

jumpstarting their work process (See Appendix 8.2, 8.3 and 9.2). The former document 

was the most effective in student guidance, by providing them with a content checklist 

for their approaches, the trifecta mentioned earlier in this report of a statistical, a local, 

and a personal perspective.   

During the preparation lessons, students were organized in their work groups, 

while I monitored and assisted them in coming up with their own approaches. Some 

decided to expand upon the questions provided and answered them, and others used the 

time to interview people outside of class.  

Although initially at a loss, by the end of the first session, students were working 

on the topic and started to engage more fully with it due to the checklists provided. 

Although there was noticeable engagement during the lessons, any task that could or 

should be done at home was met with passive resistance, which the students justified with 

the amount of studying they needed to do for other disciplines.  

Four videos were produced in total. See Table 1 for a brief overview of what the 

students did in the videos. The order is the vote results from the selection of the best video 

for the debate. It contemplates how successful each group was in incorporating the 

perspectives requested as well as some specifications in each aspect.  
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Table 1 – Qualitative assessment of videos produced for P1 

 
Statistical Local Personal 

Video 1 

Present and clear. Took data 

from Pordata and attributed it 

clearly.  

Present and clear. 

Made use of the data 

gathered in the survey of 

the class.  

Present and Clear. Defined family for 

them. Reflected on Blood and Choice 

family. Reflected on how their families 

differ from the statistics. Voice Narration. 

Video 2 

Present but unclear. Several 

statistical factoids of 

Portuguese families are 

provided. Only one source is 

provided as a link in a video. 

Difficult to check.  

Absent. No mention of 

their own class or local 

community. 

Absent. No personal anecdote or opinion 

mentioned. Voice narration.  

Video 3 

Present but unclear. Graphs 

and factoids are provided, 

though cropped in ways that 

hinder understanding.   

Present. Foreign 

friends, neighboring 

business workers and 

school staff interviewed. 

Absent. No personal anecdote or opinion 

mentioned.  

Video 4 

Present but unclear. 

Screenshots from google 

answers. 

Present. School staff 

and students 

interviewed. 

Absent. No personal anecdote or opinion. 

Danish 

Video 

Absent. Did not make any 

national level comparison. 

Present. Prices and 

pictures of their houses. 

Photos and description 

of their town.  

Present. Family photos and anecdotes. 

 

 Once all the videos were done, the class voted on the best one, with my vote being 

worth the same as the students, and leading to the selection of Video 1. I provided them 

with more specific feedback on aspects to improve, namely audio consistency, 

pronunciation, and clarity of sources mentioned. Since there was only a week left before 

the event, they were only capable of fixing the latter aspect.  

 On the day of the arrival of the Danish students, they came to class and we 

organized a small ice-breaking session before the debate (See Appendix 11). Students 

from both countries were mixed in groups and given a set of questions with numbers 

associated with them. They were also given 10-sided dice to use and answer the question 

corresponding to the number on the die after rolling. The aim was to have students engage 

in a fun, game-like self-introduction, to which both groups responded well. This was 

followed by the event in the grand hall which included around five classes in total. 

 The event had three main parts. It started with one of the teachers comparing data 

from Denmark and Portugal. It was followed by the screening of two student-made videos, 

one from the Portuguese students and another from the Danish students. It ended with a 
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debate with questions about youth participation in politics, tackling poverty, the climate 

crisis, and direct democratic involvement.  

 After the event, FGI’s were conducted in which I inquired of the 11th-grade 

students on several aspects, some related to PBL elements and others with CML (See 

Appendix 3). I selected the four questions that held the most significant insight.  

 The question “What did you learn?” referred to the project as a whole. There were 

three main aspects students highlighted. First, learning about Danish culture from the 

Danish students, mentioning things such as education costs, political spectrum, and 

drinking age. This demonstrates the importance of peer interaction for learning in 

Armstrong’s (2016) suggestions for adolescent engagement. Second, learning how to 

make use of video editing software. Third, the logistics of group work, in making sure the 

workload was balanced and that interviews were particularly difficult.  

Another crucial aspect surfaced from this question. One group mentioned that 

having an audience made them feel positive pressure, that they were representing their 

country. Although this denotes a large culture understanding of them as representatives 

of a whole country, it also implies students were aware of the impression they could make 

on the Danish students and how it could influence their perspective of Portuguese people, 

leading them to act more responsibly in the video production. Another group of students 

highlighted how, even in a small group, such as a class, there can be many differences in 

lifestyle and living conditions, as well as different perceptions of what family means (Is 

it just blood relatives or can friends be family?). 

 To the question, “How did the approaches differ?”, the 11th-grade students 

considered the Danish video as extremely personal and exposed. They mentioned being 

shocked at how much of their life (e.g., family pictures, houses, house cost) they were 

willing to display in front of strangers, mentioning they could be putting themselves in 

danger. The students also felt their productions were more statistical and impersonal, and 

some would be uncomfortable with that level of exposure.  

 This is in part due to the framework I instructed them to use, and the concern with 

anonymity throughout the process. In the survey for the class data, I made a point of not 

asking for names, nor to make any question mandatory, as I did not wish to force students 

to reveal information, they or their families would be uncomfortable with. Had I made all 

questions mandatory I would have risked getting fewer replies and made the information 

gathered non-representative and therefore useless. 
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 The question “How does the video format affect the message?” relates directly 

with the CML principle of politics of representation, namely the influence of a medium 

on the message. Students that the video made it more interesting and engaging than a 

PowerPoint presentation or an article. Some mentioned retaining information better due 

to image and sound, while regular reading required more imagination and a presentation 

would have made people bored. More curious than this was a generalized perception that 

videos were simply more unambiguous while written information could more easily be 

misunderstood.  

 Lastly, the question “How did you feel about the project’s articulation?” aimed at 

establishing positive and improvable aspects of the project structure from the students’ 

perspective to adjust for the next project cycle, as per Kemmis and McTargets’ (1988) 

framework for action-research. Student feedback highlighted that the connection between 

lesson content and project work was well done and a good change of rhythm from what 

they were accustomed to. A minority mentioned the timing was short to achieve what was 

requested. Most students valued the time spent in class solely devoted to the project work, 

mentioning that if they had simply received instructions and been ordered to do it at home, 

it would have suffered in terms of quality.  

One group mentioned that, although they agreed video 1 was the best, some 

aspects were missing that could have made it better, like adding interviews for a more 

personal and grounded touch. Initially, the goal would be for the chosen video to be 

improved upon with suggestions from the rest of the class, but the short time between 

voting and presenting made it impossible. This group suggested that it would be 

preferable to have a project in which the whole class works together, instead of in separate 

groups. This insight aligns itself with the PBL principles of Stoller (2002) and the Buck 

Institute (2022) which served as a rudder for a fundamental aspect of P2 - shared 

responsibility. 

 

3.6 – The ‘Newsproblems’ newspaper project  

 

The second project (P2) entailed producing a class newspaper (See Appendix 12). Much 

like the first project, some preliminary and preparatory lessons were conducted to provide 

students with the critical research skills required, followed by allotted class time to work 

in task teams to create the newspaper (See Appendix 13, 14, 15 and 16). Additionally, as 

previously mentioned in the methodology section, the 11th-grade students answered a 
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survey (Appendix 1) to provide insight into their media and news consumption habits as 

well as perceptions of the importance of key principles of CML. Most of the class, 18 out 

of 19 students, answered the 16 questions of the survey. 

 The first section inquired about students’ media consumption habits in general and 

asked three questions. “How much time do you spend on social media per day?”; “How 

much time do you spend watching/reading non-fiction per day?” “How much time do you 

spend watching TV shows or movies per day?”. The students could answer “less than 30 

minutes”, “around an hour”, “around two hours”, “around three hours”, or “more than 

four hours.”  

As expected, respondents seem to spend more time on social media than on fiction 

and non-fiction content. They spend, on average, roughly 2.5 hours daily on social media 

as opposed to 1.5 hours on fiction and 1 hour on non-fiction. On average, they spend 

around five hours consuming content on screens. 

 The second section dealt with news literacy. It borrowed part of the framework 

established by Tamboer et al. (2022), to gain a sense of the students’ habits when 

engaging with news from any source. They were asked to answer a Likert scale that 

ranged from Never (1), Seldom (2), Sometimes (3), Frequently (4), and Always (5). 

The results were as follows, expressed in averages: 

• I confirm the source of a piece of news: 2.7 

• I reflect on whether a piece of news is trustworthy: 3.1 

• I reflect on the way a source presents a piece of news: 3.1 

• I confirm the origin of images or videos used within news pieces. 2.4 

• I reflect on the tricks that were used to gain my attention: 2.6 

The importance of this insight lies in understanding how students engage with 

news articles and video reports, often the first contact we have with news from all ranges 

of topics. From these results (2.7), we can see that students seldom, at best sometimes, 

engage more critically with the news they consume, which can be seen as an indicator of 

the necessity of news and media literacy-focused lessons in schools. 

The third section directly inquired students how relevant they thought CML to be. 

They were asked to answer on a Likert scale, from Irrelevant (1), Not very relevant (2), 

Relevant (3), Very Relevant (4) to Crucial (5), regarding the following factors when it 

comes to critically assessing a Media Text.  

The results were as follows: 

• The possible people that made decisions in the creation of a Media Text: 3.3. 



37 

 

• The way a Media Text was produced, published, and accessed: 3.4. 

• How a Media Text can be understood differently by other people: 3.3. 

• What points of view and ideologies seem to be represented in the text: 3.6. 

• What points of view and ideologies seem to be absent in the text: 3.4. 

• How the medium influences the interpretation of a Media Text: 3.7. 

• The reason why a Media Text was created and/or published: 3.3. 

• Who/Which groups a Media Text seems to favor or hinder: 3.8. 

The difference in scores between each principle is somewhat negligible, leading 

to the conclusion that, on balance, students found the principles of CML to be between 

relevant and very relevant (3,5). These results demonstrate a solid understanding of the 

students’ attitude towards a critical reading of media texts, which were explored in greater 

depth in P2. After this survey was conducted, we proceeded with the preparation lessons. 

The first step was to give students some practice in fact-checking. In a world 

where parsing media information is getting progressively more difficult, getting students 

familiar with the concept of fact-checking is an essential step in their media literacy. For 

this purpose, I decided to begin the project by challenging students to judge the veracity 

of four statements by prominent American figures (See Appendix 13). I instructed 

students to debate among themselves about the veracity of each statement before giving 

PolitiFact’s verdict. There was an initial confusion as to what I was asking of them. In the 

beginning, they kept answering whether the person made the claim, rather than whether 

the claim was factual. After covering these topics, I reassured students that it is difficult 

to assess veracity without further research, even if we are asked to do so in our daily 

lives.  

 I took note of the comments students made that demonstrated critical thinking, 

even if the premises or conclusions were inadequate. Examples include: “Obama had two 

terms, he must have deported more people [than Trump] because of it” to which I went 

further in explaining that sometimes information may be true and still not serve the 

purpose of an argument. Comparing any statistics between presidencies without 

considering the difference in terms would be facetious.  

Another example was, “The number refers to family members killed, not people 

killed so it is a bit inflated. It makes us assume its deaths by gun when it is not” responded 

to by another student with “The number of family members killed may be slightly wrong 

but it is still a problem.” While the first comment denoted an acute understanding of the 
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statistics phrasing and the way the data was collected, it made the other student feel the 

comment dismissed the plight that is rampant gun deaths in the United States. 

To address that difficulty, I used Thinking is Power’s instructions on how to fact-

check (See Appendix 13.2). The class was split into five different groups in which all of 

them had a page with different pieces of advice on how to fact-check, as per the document. 

The groups were tasked with reading their pieces of advice and summarizing them to then 

present to the rest of the class. Every student participated with at least some input in this 

reading for the gist task. They successfully summarized their information orally, 

demonstrating comprehension of the subject. Some students went further and provided 

examples of situations they had experienced. One student, on the topic of native ads and 

sponsored content, explained that in her media landscape of TikTok, she constantly 

encountered the content producers she followed advertising nutritional products of the 

company Bloom, that she was not aware was paid to talk about these products, gaining 

some insight into the CML understanding of production. 

After these two activities, students were given the first set of instructions to 

develop a class newspaper (See Appendix 13.3). They were instructed on how to choose 

their topics and were given a broad guiding principle. They should write about a current 

issue they found relevant and possible solutions for said problem. The scope of the topic 

was the students’ decisions. It could range from a world issue (e.g., climate change) to a 

personal issue (e.g., dealing with parental pressure). By focusing on problems and 

possible solutions, the goal is to promote action and empower students to reflect 

positively on their life’s challenges with a focus on finding solutions, hence an agency 

empowering project in line with Robertson and Shiedler-Benns’ (2016) definition. This 

aimed to contribute to the prevention of cynicism in the classroom, an issue pointed out 

by Bigelow et al. (1994) and previously mentioned.  

Students had a benchmark of roughly 500 words and had to include three sources 

to support their statements in the article document. Once written, students had to upload 

it to a Padlet so that everyone would have access to all files, in a way that allowed the 

creator to block external editing but allow for copying (See Appendix 15.2). Before 

analyzing the product, however, it is relevant to understand the process. 

After writing their articles and uploading them on Padlet, students began working 

as Task Teams, instead of independent groups. This work setup took the lessons learned 

from the previous FGI to better align with students’ perception of contribution since 
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students manifested they wished to have everyone’s contribution when making the final 

product.  

 The Task Teams had four different roles, analogous to what a publishing company 

would require (See Appendix 16.1). The first team was the Editors (three students), whose 

role involved reading every article, organizing them by topic, creating a name for the 

newspaper, and writing an introduction. The second Team was the Revisors (four 

students), whose responsibility involved checking the articles for spelling, grammar, and 

word use. The third team was the Fact Checkers (eight students split into two groups), 

whose responsibility was checking the sources, putting in direct use what was learned in 

the preliminary lessons. Finally, the Graphic Designers (four people) were responsible 

for creating the final file, joining all the articles, and adjusting the document for aesthetics 

and readability to make the product appealing to the audience. Once completed, the 

newspaper was printed and published in the school library (See Appendix 16.2) 

 The reasoning behind the asymmetrical number of students per team was an 

estimation of how difficult/time-consuming their respective tasks would be. The Editors, 

for instance, had less work to do compared to everyone else, but had an odd number to 

break ties in decisions. Rigorous fact-checking would require new skills that may take 

students time to develop and apply, hence the larger distribution. Students immediately 

chose their task teams, admittedly motivated by the perception of lower difficulty or lower 

workload. 

Before they started writing, however, there were still three activities to be done in 

preparation (See Appendix 14, 15). The first one of these was meant to warn students 

about how confirmation bias works,  this being the tendency to interpret new evidence as 

validation of one's existing beliefs or theories. For this, I used a psychological experiment 

2,4,6 (Colman, 2009) as a lead-in for the lesson. The experiment consists in writing on 

the board the numbers 2, 4, and 6. After this, the teacher says the three numbers were 

chosen with a specific order in mind. The student’s task is to guess this order by providing 

other sets of three numbers, with the teacher replying whether that order is the one 

employed. The 11th-grade students followed the expected engagement pattern. They 

started providing sets of consecutive even numbers (e.g., 6, 8, 10), getting progressively 

more convinced that their reasoning was the correct one. To their certainty I routinely 

asked them “How can you be sure?”, to which some students started naming other 

sequences (e.g., 3, 5, 7), removing “even” from the equation. This iterative cycle 

continued until students reached the actual answer which is “any numbers in ascending 
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order”. They tested several different hypotheses before reaching this one, and the activity 

concluded with the reinforcement that when we research and gather sources, we tend to 

stop our reasoning at the convergent sources to what we already believe in and that makes 

us vulnerable to deception. From this point onwards, we advanced to how to make ethical 

use of Google, Wikipedia, and ChatGPT, currently the most common tools high school 

students use for research. 

This class segment started with a student going on Google simultaneously as the 

teacher, searching for the same content, expecting different results or at least differently 

ordered results due to the algorithmic sorting of Google search results, as expressed in 

their support page (Google, n.d.). In other instances, this has worked as intended, but in 

this attempt, we did not encounter any differences. This unexpected sameness could be 

due to no personal account being linked to the school computer and the fact that the topic 

searched - Japan – may not have elicited any differences in results.  

The lesson moved on to Wikipedia, with the express goal of transmitting to 

students that while it should not be a final source, Wikipedia can serve as a solid starting 

point in researching information they are unfamiliar with, judging the veracity of an 

individual article based on the reliability of the sources present in the body of the page. 

Still using the page for the country of Japan, the previous student noticed a discrepancy 

in data between the English and Portuguese versions. The English version claimed there 

were over 14 thousand islands, while the Portuguese version claimed there were 6852 in 

the archipelago. This proved to be a valuable teachable moment (Armstrong, 2016) in 

which we attempted to discover the reason for the discrepancy. It turned out the number 

6852 was from an older survey (Foreign Press Center Japan, 2009) while the fourteen 

thousand came from a recent 2023 survey with both numbers being reported in the Asahi 

Shinbun (Kojo, 2023) 

Finally, ChatGPT was explored as a means to brainstorm possible topics. It was 

explained that it is incapable (or unreliable) of providing sources, often inventing them 

upon command. A student contested this, saying it could now provide sources. Currently, 

there is a plug-in that can connect ChatGPT to Google results and summarize the first 6 

results, but when teaching, I was unaware of it. We tested it together with the prompt 

“Are penguins birds, provide sources.” The chatbot provided facts and indeed, links to 

sources. However, only one of the three links led to a website, in which the information 

cited could not be found.  
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Students were also instructed that none of these platforms should be used as a 

source in the lists of references, although in the results, three students still cited Wikipedia 

as a source. One student’s article also triggered 100% AI content in AI detection software 

and was approached about the issue. The student admitted, apologized, and later wrote 

the article properly, with sources, and submitted it directly to me, as the deadline for the 

project was approaching.  

Finally, the last set-up stage activity consisted in training them to confirm sources 

in an article as well as giving them a simple model for citation (See Appendix 14.1). I did 

not follow the same strictness as APA or MLA, having them focus only on a barebones 

base of Author, Year, Title, Source, and Link.  

Taking a college student written article from the Independent, I abridged it and 

adapted the document to focus the students’ attention on the claims made that had a 

hyperlink focused on the source. I tasked students with checking whether they could 

encounter the claimed information in the given link (See Appendix 15.2). 

These last two activities were the low point in student engagement throughout the 

practicum. I attribute this to the difficulty of the task. Additionally, I did not explore the 

content material, only the use of citations, following a chunking approach to keep the 

content easier to parse for the students. 

  They were still confused as to what they were meant to do. I tasked each pair to 

just check one claim, to ensure the timeliness of the activity, but since some of the links 

did not lead to the information but to the homepages of the sources, students became 

frustrated at not encountering the information. In future applications, it is important to 

clarify that in this type of activity, it may not be possible to find the information, to 

prevent student frustration. This dissonance also led to an insightful comment from a 

student, in which they said that “we would likely take as face value that something is true 

if it has a link associated with it, even if we don’t check it”. This comment denotes a 

critical sense of self-awareness that aligns itself with Hobs’ competency of analysis and 

evaluation, since it puts in question the appearance of credibility and veracity that 

hyperlinks can provide. It also aligns with Calvani et al.’s (2012, p. 798) claim that “when 

students access internet resources, they tend to demonstrate low attention to the validity 

of content and lack of critical thought and judgment”, against which the first mitigation 

step is to admit to the lack of attention given, like the student displayed. 

After this, students were finally given class time to write their articles. Most chose 

their topics quickly, but some struggled with the decision. One asked me to give them a 
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topic, to which I suggested “Parental Pressure”. The student had a particularly positive 

view of parental pressure and wished to simply state his opinion, unsourced, since 

everything they encountered only talked about the negative aspects of parental pressure. 

This was a very clear manifestation of confirmation bias, that was resisting the literature 

since it contradicted the student’s opinion. I instructed them to simply take these counter-

sources and criticize them. What aspects do you disagree with? How can you defend 

them? The result unfortunately was devoid of sources, but it ultimately became an article 

with personal anecdotes over a substantiated opinion article. 

As I continued to accompany the students’ writing process, I provided some 

advice in terms of style. One student decided to write about the Portuguese elections that 

had happened recently, covering Aliança Democrática’s platform. Since they mentioned 

ongoing investigations to the previous prime minister, I instructed them to hedge their 

claims in the article to prevent possible repercussions. Another student, writing about 

financial education, showed me an article with a level of high English competence 

incompatible with her previous work. They also admitted having used ChatGPT but were 

in the process of re-editing the article. I warned them that even doing so is distorting the 

goal of the activity, and that it is preferable to have real imperfections and learn from 

them than to outsource the writing process. 

Following this, all the students worked in their Task Teams. I provided them with 

specific instructions for each team (See Appendix 16.1). The goal was to better cement 

their responsibilities and provide them with both conceptual tools, a suggested workflow, 

online resources and examples. It took them three 90-minute blocks to achieve the 

newspaper. 

The students demonstrated a collaborative attitude during the whole process, not 

just within each team but across teams. For example, when the Revisors did not 

understand a sentence, they would ask the author about it. As predicted, the Editors 

concluded their part of the work faster than the rest. They drafted the introduction 

highlighting the procedural nature of this newspaper, revealing an understanding of the 

importance of the CML principle of production. They drafted three titles for the 

newspaper that went to vote for the whole class, with the winner being Newsproblems. 

Although they organized the articles into themes as requested and provided them to the 

graphic designers, it was not included in the final product.  

The Revisors made use of dictionary tools and other orthographic correction 

services for their work, uploading them on Padlet as requested. Except for small typos 
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and syntax, they could eliminate most issues on their own, namely matters of Portuguese 

interferences or paronyms often evaded them (e.g., truth being written as truce). All 

articles were revised by the students and then by the teacher. 

The Graphic Designers were the group with the least efficient workflow, due to 

technological issues. The four students assigned this role did not bring a laptop to any of 

the three sessions, while every other group had at least one laptop. This led to the graphic 

designers feeling confused as to how to proceed. In making use of the time, I shifted part 

of the responsibilities from the Fact-checkers to the Graphic Designers. I asked them to 

select relevant images for each article and source those images as well, to then include 

them in the newspaper. Ultimately, they completed the newspaper at home, and although 

they added the images, they did not place any index or separate the articles by theme, nor 

did they insert the sources of the images. Additionally, although most of the articles 

provided a list of sources, the final product did not include them. I attribute this to haste 

and impatience from the students as the school year was ending and possibly a lack of 

sufficient reinforcement on my end. It can also be perceived as an instinctive 

understanding from the students that newspapers do not have links for their information; 

therefore, it should not be present. The Graphic Designers also decided to format the 

entirety of the text in capital letters, which hinders ease of reading, but it was promptly 

corrected after having a session dedicated to class feedback. A Mentimeter was used for 

student feedback on improvements and from these, the Graphic Designers made the final 

set of changes before printing. 

The Fact-checkers had access to further instructions and guiding tools to check 

their classmates’ sources for identification, consistency, and reliability. These criteria 

were chosen to be simple to understand and employ but requested the student’s particular 

attention to the sources used by their classmates.  

Identification tasked them with assessing if sources were referenced with a simple 

system (author, date, title, source, link) or if embedded in the text, they were adequately 

identified. An example from a student’s article is: “According to the research done by 

Imed Bouchrika, a data scientist, 24% of students in the USA feel stressed about their 

future [...]” The expression “Imed Bouchrika, a data scientist” was a hype-link to the 

website where they took this information from.  

According to the Fact-checkers’ analysis, most students did not identify the 

sources according to the provided framework. The most common case was the students 

writing a continuous text, with no attribution, leaving a list of links at the end of the article. 
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Given their unfamiliarity with a citation system, this outcome was not unexpected. 

Although very few employed the requested framework, the Fact-checkers demonstrated 

a correct understanding of the identification criteria by consistently reporting the elements 

that were missing.  

The second criteria, consistency, tasked them with assessing whether the sources 

provided the information claimed. This would require them to have used direct citation 

or paraphrasing to confront the information. This task was somewhat difficult for Fact-

checkers to verify, since most students did not employ citation or paraphrasing, instead 

simply writing about their topic and having the list of sources at the end with no specific 

attribution of claims. Nonetheless, 16 out of 17 analyses reported that the “Information is 

consistent with the sources and the claims are correctly attributed”. The sentence was part 

of the rubric provided, not the students’ devising. However, it is odd that they report 

correctly attributed claims when no claims were made or were taken without attribution. 

Finding this to be worth inquiring further, in the second FGI (See Appendix 4) the Fact-

checkers were inquired on how they checked for consistency. They answered that usually 

the information presented in the articles could easily be found upon consulting the sources 

either in the first paragraphs or through text searching tools (e.g., CTRL+F). They also 

claimed to have paid less attention when sources seemed reliable (e.g., UNICEF) and 

scrutinized them further if they seemed less reliable (e.g., Sapo).  

Although reliability was not defined explicitly in this task, the preparation 

activities called Fact-checking 101 (See Appendix 13.2) provided students with tools to 

judge the reliability of a website. Fact-checkers considered 15 out of 17 articles to have 

used “Sources [that] seem reliable”. Out of the remaining two, one was flagged for 

including Wikipedia, and the other provided no sources. Within the 15, however, two 

more used Wikipedia in the list of sources but were not reported as such. The question of 

the students’ processes at deliberating on reliability was also one of the key points of the 

FGI. Students mentioned three main lines of reasoning: Not trusting the first result they 

encountered, checking multiple sources before committing; Preferring official 

institutional sources, and looking out for grammatical mistakes as a sign of unreliability.  

These three reasons may demonstrate students’ nascent understanding of key 

aspects of CML and DML. Checking multiple sources aligns with CML#3, Positionality. 

Consulting multiple perspectives before committing to a position demonstrates care with 

different possible interpretations of a context. The preference for official institutional 

sources aligns with Social Constructivism, since it directly considers the authors of the 
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information. Finally, the attention to grammar mistakes not only is direct advice covered 

in Fact-Checking 101, but it also aligns with Semiotics, demonstrating care with how 

information is shared. If an article seems to neglect proper writing, it can be indicative of 

a lack of rigor in veracity as well.  

All of the above mentioned is related to the work process of the Task Teams and 

students’ ability to conduct peer assessment. Another important question to be asked is, 

within the content of the articles, what elements of CML understanding can be found?  

Given that the students had flexibility in the choice of topics (i.e., a problem, and 

suggestions for solutions), these were quite diverse. Additionally, they were not provided 

with explicit instructions within the CML framework, due to concerns of over-burdening 

the instructions and restricting student creativity, which could lead to a drop in 

engagement.  

Unfortunately, this also meant that few students expressed notions that could be 

gleaned as demonstrative of CML understanding. From the analysis, only four out of 18 

articles were found to include explicit aspects within their writing worth exploring, except 

for the first principle that found more ample purchase in the articles. 

This first principle, Social Constructivism, or understanding who is involved in 

the creation of media, was manifested essentially in students making correct attribution 

to certain claims, in nine out of the 18 articles. Although in most cases it is simply a matter 

of giving adequate credit to the authors of content and producers of information, it is still 

an important element to register. This means half of the students consciously understand 

they need to defer to an epistemic or official authority to make certain claims and that 

information does not exist untethered from human actors. This is the foundation for the 

critique of reliability and bias in information gathering - acknowledging who produced 

it.  One student went beyond this, by acknowledging a separation between a primary and 

a secondary source within the citation. He writes, in an article about time management 

for teens, “Research conducted by CHADD and reported in Medical News Today, 

underscores that individuals with ADHD and similar conditions often struggle even more 

profoundly with managing their time effectively”.  

The fourth principle, Politics of Representation, encompasses perspectives found 

or missing from the mediatic text, as well as the influence from the medium manifested 

in two articles that covered media-related topics. One titled “The Role of Social Media e 

Misinformation” covers in a simple way some key aspects of how social media foments 

polarization, extremism, and misinformation. However, the main aspect of reflection on 
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the role of the medium within the message is the reflection that “anonymity provides great 

comfort for leaders of extremist groups and communities, as it protects them from 

possible social or legal repercussions”, as written by the student. Although substantially 

simplified, this argument that anonymity within the Internet can be an influential factor 

in the current state of political and social polarization demonstrates an understanding of 

the medium as significant in the message. 

In another article titled “The problem with cinema nowadays”, which takes the 

stance that big studio productions lack creativity, the student argues that “forcing 

representation in movies, creating minority characters that don’t feel like real people, 

upsetting both non and minority groups”. They claim that companies like Disney often 

recast famous characters with minority actors to increase ratings, instead of caring for 

adequate and respectful representation.  

She concludes in a holistic manner that encompasses many aspects of CML: 

 

[...] studios need to be willing to take risks on new ideas and support independent and 

low-budget films that bring a fresh and original perspective. Representation and diversity 

should be prioritized, both in story selection and in the hiring of casts and production 

teams. This not only enriches the narratives presented on screen but also reflects the 

diversity of the audience and promotes greater inclusion in the film industry.  

 

This conclusion demonstrates the understanding that who is involved in creating 

a movie is relevant, that to tell diverse and authentic stories requires authentic input and 

is preceded by the understanding that the proliferation of movies based on established 

intellectual property comes from the fact that studios, as they put it, “opt to invest in 

productions that already have a captive audience [...] [and] use the nostalgia of the 

audience to make money”. This argument demonstrates understanding of Production or 

why was a mediatic text produced.  
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3.7 – The 9th-grade projects  

 

The first attempted project did not meet all the criteria that would qualify it as PBL, being 

closer to Task-Based Learning, since it was not meant to be shared with the community 

nor was it cooperative (See Appendix 17). It did, however, exercise students’ critical and 

affective thinking, and provided some insight into the CML principle of Positionality. It 

was preceded by a listening interpretation lesson using the song “The Reason”, by 

Hoobastank as the audio material (See Appendix 18). After having practiced song 

interpretation, students were asked to choose a non-explicit song in English, from which 

students needed to answer questions about three aspects of the song: Genre and Style, 

Meaning, and Feeling (See Appendix 19.1 and 19.2) 

Two of the questions, “What is the message of the song?” and “Can it have a 

different interpretation?”, elicit a reflection on the CML question of “How can this text 

be understood differently?”, although most responses consisted of “I don’t think there is 

another interpretation.” They wrote a text answering all the questions which was corrected 

by me and returned to them. The final assessment, however, was an audio of themselves 

describing the song according to the criteria requested. 

 There was also another project, consisting of a video announcement about cyber 

security. However, since it was also applied to several other classes of 9th graders, to 

prevent data contamination, it was not used as a material for investigation for this report.      
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Chapter 4 – Impact, results and limitations 

 

As part of the reflective practice encouraged by action research methodology, this 

segment of the report is devoted to reflecting on how the two projects aligned with the a 

priori principles of PBL established and how effectively they contributed to gaging and 

developing both CML and DML.  

 

4.1 – Impact of PBL 

 

Within the highlights of the PBL structure, both the P1 and P2 projects provided students 

with a challenging problem, i.e. defining family in a video and addressing a social 

problem in an article, both integrating relevant aspects of their lives and values in a way 

that allowed them to develop a problem-solving disposition and created the context for 

building skills and confidence, one of the main benefits of PBL (Buck Institute, 2022).  

Within the nature of both projects, the projects directly met two accessions of 

authenticity established in the Gold Standard for PBL (ibid.), namely the use of real-world 

processes and personal relevance. In P1, students made use of video-editing software, 

some interviewed people on camera and most of them engaged in some form of formal 

investigation. In P2, they worked under an analog work setting to a publishing house, 

simulating a more realistic work configuration. Also, in P2, allowing them freedom of 

choice within the broad direction of a problem and solution, made some students more 

invested in article writing, as expressed by those who participated in a FGI, having been 

a novel experience to have written “an article on a topic of my interest, not the schools”, 

as one student put it.  

The topic flexibility also allowed for sustained inquiry, as they were not given a 

straightforward question to answer straightforwardly. The slightly stricter principles of 

P1, with three different perspectives to incorporate, still provided ample space for 

students to let aspects of their interest and curiosity lead their research process. The more 

flexible theme of P2, on the other hand, gave them a freer rein to inquire on the Internet 

about their desired topics. It was impossible to provide resources for such a breadth of 

topics as they chose, but in the three FGI for P2, students revealed to have acquired 

sensibility and skepticism towards Internet sources, even if they did deepen what this 

meant in practice. It would be important in a second iteration of this project to provide a 
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narrower set of questions to get a more accurate sense of the actual literacy skills 

developed.  

Skill Integration to achieve real-world tasks was efficiently embedded in the 

project design. In P1, for example, the different stages of video production were clearly 

delineated as were the different student roles expected in the creation of the video. 

Students took on their different roles, with possibly more overlap than would be efficient, 

but demonstrated a final product structurally aligned with what was requested. The issue 

laid in the absence or mismanagement of data and perspectives requested. This 

demonstrates that reflection and revision of the methodology may be lacking, partly due 

to time constraints and insufficient lesson time allotted to the project. If there had been 

more time, class feedback cycles would have been employed to fix the issue, rather than 

just voting for the best video. This was improved in P2, as there was a lesson devoted 

exclusively to class feedback on the newspaper, from which the graphic designers redid 

some details.  

Throughout both projects, the student-centered aspect was well embedded in the 

design and execution, especially in the final lessons of each project in which they were 

given freer rein to work on the assigned tasks. Most lessons were spent in group work, 

with little teacher-talking time. Despite being a semi-structured project within a research 

setting, student voice was a key aspect, since they had full liberty on resources used and 

roles to take in the process. This proved to be important since it created a sense of 

ownership in both projects. In the FGIs, students emphasized the interdependence in 

project creation as an aspect of motivation, which relates to this sense of collective 

ownership. Roughly half of them considered shared responsibility motivating, while the 

other half considered it neutral.  

The connection with the community was considerably stronger and more relevant 

in P1. Being part of an exchange event and the fact that the final product was shown to 

other students at the school and abroad made it a more memorable experience. Some 

students, out of their own volition, decided to interview members of the school 

community and surrounding small businesses, demonstrating interest in engaging with 

their human surroundings. For P2, given its more self-contained nature, the final product 

display had less of a community connection, but more time for substantive iterations.  

In terms of improvements, the aspect of content learning was not duly emphasized 

in the projects structure. Both P1 and P2 had somewhat unmoored thematic cores; the 

former’s flexibility of how to approach the notion of family and the binding to the student 
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exchange event and the latter’s wide thematic range made it so that it would be difficult 

to assess concrete student learning in terms of content. Student learning, in their own 

words, seemed to have consisted mostly of task delegation and cooperation. 

 

4.2 – Impact on CML 

 

The projects developed and the framework employed intended to elicit from the students 

aspects of CML as part of the course of creating the videos and the newspaper. However, 

the fact that the specific phrasings were not worked on directly meant that within the data 

collected, it was also a challenge to sift sufficient instances of Kellner and Shares’ (2019) 

principles of CML from the student’s productions.  

 From P1, students seemed to have garnered, or at least reflected upon, the 

difference that the medium can make in interpretation and attention gathering, an element 

of CML4. It consisted mostly of the conclusion that a video is capable of retaining 

attention better and is less ambiguous than a written article. This understanding seems to 

align with research that indicates lowering attention spans (e.g. Patino, 2019), and aligns 

with the results of the survey conducted that this group of students spends five hours in 

front of screens, consuming media.3 Although related to CML4, this conclusion is still 

rather incipient, and to truly explore the notion of the medium influencing the message, 

it would also be required to explore the mechanics and economics of said medium (e.g., 

infinite scrolling feature of most social media apps) as well as power dynamics between 

producer, audience and the represented.  

 Other than this, the reflections students made about the contrast between videos 

and the interaction with the Danish students are more keenly connected with the field of 

intercultural education than with media literacy education.  

 P2 provided a slightly more fertile ground to gauge students’ CML understandings, 

but once more, the indirect approach requires some refinement to better teach and elicit 

CML notions. As expressed in the practicum section, only eight out of nineteen students 

demonstrated at least one of Kellner and Shares’ (2019) principles, the foremost of them 

being the correct and explicit attribution of claims which demonstrate concern over the 

 
3 It could have been interesting to compare how long they spend reading books, textbooks or articles to 

compare. In a future approach, it could also be insightful to confront this assumption by exploring how 

video content can also be ambiguous, tackling communication strategies such as dog whistling and double 

speak.  
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authors of the consulted piece of media (CML1). Other instances were individualized and 

did not follow a particular pattern. These instances include CML 3 being demonstrated 

by a student urging empathy in social interactions, since “you don’t know what a person 

is going through” which can arguably be interpreted as a precursor to the notion of 

positionality. If you should withhold judgment of someone in a given situation for lack 

of context, it is only a step removed from withholding a rushed interpretation of a piece 

of media. CML 4 is demonstrated in an article about the concern for anonymity fueling 

violence in social media and another about shallow racial representation, both elaborated 

upon earlier. CML 5 appears in the media article expressing the cost of production as a 

factor that determines how movies are produced.  

 Ultimately, these few instances demonstrate that the methodology and lesson 

plans would have benefited from a tighter approach and more straightforward concepts 

of CML to help ensure students take away competencies and conceptual understandings. 

Nonetheless, students effectively accomplished the requested tasks in terms of following 

the instructions and frameworks provided, which did not include explicit references to 

these concepts of CML. 

 

4.3 – Impact on DML 

  

As for the practical competencies of DML, the students’ work and input demonstrated 

more neatly practical competencies acquired the competencies of access, analysis, and 

creation.  

 In the FGI for P2, it was clear students improved their attitude towards scrutiny of 

Internet sources. In the FGIs and throughout P2, students claimed they usually did not 

pay much attention to what sources they were using, the main criteria for selections had 

often been the first result found on Google. One student in the first FGI answered the 

question, “What steps did you take to determine whether a source was useful or credible?” 

with, “In my case, I assumed that UNICEF was useful and reliable, but when it was the 

fifth result on google, I paid more attention to see if it was correct.” Although the criteria 

of trusting an internationally accredited non-profit institution like UNICEF is already 

positive, this comment demonstrated that there is still a lingering anchoring effect that the 

student assumes the first results are more reliable and later results less so, therefore 

needing greater scrutiny. In the third FGI, one student mentioned that he went for 

“academic studies” or people with “academic studies”, as well as paying attention to 
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grammatical errors, which “indicate a website to be unreliable”. This demonstrates 

learning from the Fact-Checking 101 activity done in preparation for P2. 

 Several students mentioned giving priority to primary sources (official sources) 

over secondary sources such as newspaper articles or social media posts. Although three 

students still cited Wikipedia, 11 out of 19 students used reliable primary and secondary 

sources in their research; however, proper attribution of information to these sources was 

rare. In a second iteration of the newspaper, the focus would be on practicing matters of 

attribution, using expressions such as “according to” and “as mentioned by”, among 

others. Only two students made consistent use of these attribution expressions. 

Concluding the matter of access and analysis, although students demonstrated an 

attitudinal shift in terms of credulity in terms of sources and may have improved their 

critical selection of information, there is still work to be done in addressing correct 

attribution and fomenting ethical use of sources within creation. 

 In terms of creation skills, especially within the framework of P1, students 

demonstrated the ability to “generate content using creativity and confidence in self-

expression, with awareness of purpose, audience and composition techniques” (Hobs, 

2010). This was verified by the design of videos representing the school community’s 

notions of a family as well as their own by using a variety of editing software tools and 

research techniques. By aligning their content and format to suit their intended audience, 

the Danish exchange students, and later reflecting on the differences between videos, they 

demonstrated a clear awareness of audience and purpose. There was less consideration 

given, however, to composition techniques, since some graphs and information could 

have been more carefully presented to improve both clarity and suitability.  
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Conclusion 

 

To answer the research questions initially established, how can we gauge students’ CML 

through PBL? From this report we can conclude that the survey was a helpful way of 

gaining an initial insight into students’ attitudes towards CML. The video and newspaper 

production gave us a more practical insight into the students’ CML and DML capabilities, 

be it through the use (or not) of hedging expressions, adequate attribution of sources and 

critical reflection on motives of media producers and reaction from audiences.  Further 

studies could take this approach and make it more direct, incorporating the six principles 

more explicitly within the project preparation steps for more solid data on development 

of CML. A test-retest approach could also have provided more consistent and objective 

data. 

Nevertheless, the results of an average of 3.7 out of 5 relevance of CML principles 

still denotes a good attitudinal foundation to work from, as a questioning attitude is the 

first step to achieving media literacy.  

For the second question of how can PBL contribute to the development of CML, 

the student choice in the topics and approaches lend themselves well to the goal. By being 

tasked with searching on their own for information, with guidance from a teacher and a 

set of agency enabling instructions, students can create a critically informed media 

product, having fertile ground towards developing critical thinking and CML specifically.  

 However, the more indirect approach made it difficult to sieve direct instances of 

CML understandings. Nonetheless, the DML competencies worked on provided students 

with relevant conceptual tools to use in further investigation projects, as well as giving 

them practice of team management, task delegation and technology use that will be useful 

for them across their academic and professional path, skills which the students highly 

valued when inquired in the FGIs. By researching online, recording, using canva, google 

docs and padlet cooperatively to develop both the videos and newspaper, students 

developed collaboration, social and emotional skills, aligned with McDougal et al (2018) 

statement of the benefits of media creation teaching activities which make use of 

technology.  

 These skills were developed because students had an active role in the decision 

making and creation process, being once more in line with McDougal et al (2018), who 

highlight that media literacy interventions with active audience involvement are more 
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effective than passive ones (eg., a lecture), since they require more mental effort and 

comprehension. 

Curiously though, students highlighted the importance of the more theoretical 

aspects of fact-checking (and consequently research literacy) as the basis that allowed 

them to better learn from the following practical elements. I expected the theoretical 

aspects to be met with more resistance or boredom, but that seemed to not have been the 

case. We can then infer that to develop CML understanding and DML competencies in 

students, it is important to achieve an adequate balance of explicit guidance and flexible 

processing and execution in the context of PBL.  

One point routinely reinforced by students was the time dedicated in class towards 

the completion and monitoring of the projects which allowed students better organization 

and motivation than they would have had at home. For teachers who wish to implement 

PBL in their lessons, this is a crucial aspect that may be often overlooked. Instead of 

assigning group assignments to be done entirely outside the classroom, it is worth 

experimenting with organizing the lessons to provide students with the time to work on 

the projects there, in a guided but autonomous manner. This could also be helpful for 

students with excessive time demands like extracurriculars or difficult home lives.   

This was one the main lessons I took from the research and the master’s as whole, 

that sometimes we need to step back from the curriculum demands and adjust our lessons 

towards practical skills and give students the time and guidance needed, instead of 

trudging on with “delivering content”. While it is true that these projects were not 

beholden to the bureaucratic pressures of a working teacher that might have stifled the 

approach, a working teacher can enmesh project structures across a whole semester’s 

curriculum with more agency than this research had, and which I will continue to try to 

implement with my classes moving forward as a teacher. 
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