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ABSTRACT 

 
This research makes a case for the importance of children-specific non-fiction media 

content in a digital age. Drawing from my professional experience making children’s television, 

I piloted a media education and video production curriculum with a grade eight class at an 

independent, all-girls school in Toronto, Canada. This paper contextualizes my research by 

outlining the informing framework of participatory culture and several related concepts which 

intersect media studies, children’s culture, and pedagogy; it also presents my reflections on 

creating and testing the curriculum. To both complement my creative research-as-practice and 

participatory action research approach and chronicle the research project, I created a website 

(http://betweenproductions.wixsite.com/comcult). It features curriculum materials and research 

documents, including samples of the students’ work and their reflections; I also produced a short 

video that incorporates a mix of student and researcher video footage to illustrate one group’s 

experience creating their final project. 
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Introduction 

 Mass media programming represent a key portion of children’s leisure time as a source of 

entertainment. In a digital age, they are also increasingly playing a role in children’s socialization 

as well as their informal education. In 1979, Neil Postman called attention to the struggle 

between the ‘first curriculum’ of the mass media and the ‘second curriculum’ of schools. By the 

turn of the twenty first century, children’s culture scholars Joe Kincheloe and Shirley Steinberg 

were claiming that corporate-produced children’s culture had replaced classroom instruction as 

“the producer of the central curriculum of childhood” (2004, p11). Indeed, as a result of the 

digital revolution, mass communication media such as television have contributed to the 

widening contrast between children’s worlds inside and outside school, the former becoming 

exceedingly passive and the latter becoming a source of enthusiastic activity (Buckingham & 

Sefton-Green, 2006; Stack & Kelly, 2006).  

Canadian children and youth growing up in the 80s and 90s had access to informal 

schooling through programming such as news-magazine and documentary-style content such as 

CBC’s Street Cents and Global’s Popular Mechanics for Kids. These shows embodied one of the 

core purposes of mass media content and the technology that transmits it— to inform. They 

accomplished this function while also giving children and youth a voice, treating them like 

valued members of society, and encouraging their active participation as citizens. In spite of 

increased access to and use of online digital content and social media, Canadian children 

between the ages of 9-12 still watch the majority of their media programming content on a 

‘traditional’ television screen (Shaw Rocket Fund, 2010). The current media programming 

landscape is notably lacking the diversity of prior decades: television content produced for 

Canadian children consists mainly of animated series and sitcoms (Shaw Rocket Fund,  
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2010; Caron, Caronia, Hwang, Brummans, 2010) as well as content that blurs the lines between 

entertainment and advertising (Asquith & Hearn, 2012). Canadian children have  

expressed a common desire to see themselves and their lives more directly reflected in the 

television programs they watch (Caron, Caronia, Hwang & McPhedran, 2012), acknowledging 

the homogeneity of the programs produced for them.  

 

As a former creative professional who worked for over a decade in the media production 

industry, I recognize that creating more diverse television content is not that simple. Canadian 

production companies and broadcasters are navigating a challenging media landscape by 

generally forgoing non-fiction or informational programming for tweens because it does not 

bring a good return on investment: it is expensive to make, lacks international appeal, and has a 

limited shelf life. However, with the ongoing disruption of the traditional media industry model 

comes potential for new directions in children’s content. In the span of 2004-2007, reports such 

as Pew, Teens, and Social Media reveal how youth are embracing this new era: activities such as 

sharing digital media content has risen from 57% to 64% with a growing trend towards self-

authored artistic content (Lenhart, Madden, Smith & Macgill, 2007). Scholar Henry Jenkins 

suggests that a transformation via a ‘grassroots creativity’ amongst amateur creators will reshape 

the media landscape: “This bottom up energy will generate enormous creativity, but it will also 

tear apart some of the categories that organize the lives and work of media makers […] A new 

generation of media-makers and viewers are emerging which could lead to a sea change in how 

media is made and consumed” (Blau as cited in Jenkins, 2009, p. 9). This shift draws attention to 

the evolving roles and responsibilities of children’s media producers and educators. It also calls 

into question how to better include children’s voices through diverse media content; it further 

questions how curriculum might better prepare children to participate in these digital spaces. 
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Research Motivations 

My interest in conducting media-related research was borne out of my experiences working as a 

freelance creative professional in the Canadian media production industry for 15 years. I 

embarked on my research journey at a particularly turbulent time in the history of mass 

communication media production and distribution in Canada. In fact, my career in media 

production tracks with the transition from analog to digital television production and 

broadcasting technology; the birth of YouTube along with other digital and social media 

platforms occurred at the midpoint of my journey. While I was fortunate to work in freelance 

creative roles such as creator, director, producer and writer on over a dozen different series for 

both Canadian and international audiences, I can attest to the increased competitiveness and 

uncertainty within the industry. It has created a conundrum: the need for experimentation but a 

general fear of risk. Therefore, I entered graduate school with the general goal of producing 

scholarship on Canada’s evolving media landscape and a desire to explore research design that 

incorporates creative experimentation.  
 

As a master’s student, I revisited my specific interest in the future of non-fiction or 

informational content for children. I have a long history with this genre, with my first foray into 

producing children’s non-fiction television programming taking place while completing my final 

year of media undergraduate studies in 2001. Several classmates and I developed a concept for a 

documentary style television series for children and produced the pilot episode for our major 

practicum project. The program, which we called SWAP-TV, had a simple premise: two children 

traded places for two days to experience life in another child’s shoes. Our project garnered 

TVOntario’s interest and when we graduated, we partnered with an established production 

company to bring the series to life. We produced a total of 39 half-hour episodes, featuring 78 
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different children, their family, friends, and communities, from across Canada; the series also 

earned a Gemini Award in 2004 in the Best Children’s or Youth Non-Fiction Program or Series  

category. During my graduate studies, I have reconsidered this project’s significance in relation 

to my greater professional and academic goals. I had long considered SWAP-TV to be a special 

experience because it was my first professional production that also happened to be a project I 

had co-created. I have since identified the significance of the series in that it resulted in a 

transformative experience for me while simultaneously offering a unique learning experience for 

so many of our child participants.  

I had originally intended on pursuing a career in screenwriting which I believed was well 

suited to my creative yet introverted nature. SWAP-TV was a unique opportunity to launch my 

career in a pivotal way.  In negotiating a role on this series along with my co-creators, I was 

thrust into producing and directing episodes with complex filming logistics and uncontrollable 

variables that are part and parcel of documentary-style productions, with the added 

considerations of working with children. My ‘fish-out-of-water’ experiences often paralleled that 

of the participants. As sort of a trial by fire, I was required to rapidly and simultaneously hone 

my creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, and problem solving skills— all of which have 

become important ‘new literacies’ or ‘21st century skills’ in a digital age. The children who 

participated in the series had the unique opportunity to share their lives with the children they 

traded places with as well as to present their experiences and perspectives to a larger audience of 

children across the country. I recall that many participants were intrigued with an insider’s look 

at the production process, which was a significant shift from the traditional role of viewer. In 

many cases, I observed that even a more reserved participant’s confidence would rise as he or 

she was made to feel part of the production team and to feel as though his or her perspectives and  
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ideas mattered. This speaks to video production’s potential to offer a deep learning experience 

for students. Meanwhile, it has been fascinating to observe the societal group for whom I spent  

the bulk of my career creating content, via procedures and formats established in an era 

dominated by broadcast television, become the one most embracing of a user-driven 

environment of web videos and social media. It has made me aware of my growing distance 

from children’s lived experiences and reignited my belief that children’s content should include 

children’s voices and perspectives as well as diverse content that includes informational or non-

fiction programming. Graduate school presented me with the opportunity to experiment at a time 

of great flux in the current mass digital media production and broadcasting industry and to 

approach my research by drawing from my practical experience as a media maker. I was also 

inspired to consider children’s media from a different perspective to encourage new ideas and to 

explore my own evolution from a children’s media producer towards a children’s media 

education scholar. Therefore, I felt that a creative and interdisciplinary research project was a 

more useful approach for me rather than traditional scholarship. 
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The Creative Project: Designing and Facilitating Video Production Curriculum 

Situated at the intersections of pedagogy and media studies, this research responds to the 

growing centrality of mass media content and digital and social media technology in children’s 

lives, the participatory turn in contemporary culture, and the challenges that emerge in 

supporting children’s learning and their development of relevant skills, commonly referred to as 

21st century skills or new literacies.  

As a creative project, I piloted a media education curriculum unit that focused on non-

fiction/ informational video production at the middle school level. First, I designed the unit and 

then, facilitated it with a small class of eight female eighth-grade students ages 13-14 who 

attended The Athena School (pseudonym), an all-girls private school in Toronto. Composed of 

five weekly 2-hour in-class sessions over a two-month period, the curriculum reflected a blend of 

media literacy and video production. It included instruction, discussion, several small scaffolded 

video assignments as well as a final video group project. The students’ final videos were 

screened and discussed with the grade six students at the same school in a sixth and final session. 

Through this project, I investigated the opportunities and challenges around designing media 

education in a digital age. I also experimented with curriculum that centres around video 

production and non-fiction content for children. Finally, I explored how a children’s media 

producer might support the design of curriculum that teaches about and through media.  

In this paper, I discuss these topics while reflecting on my experience designing and 

facilitating the media education curriculum sessions. I also created a supporting website 

(https://betweenproductions.wixsite.com/comcult) as a visualization and an interactive chronicle 

of my journey that incorporates students’ perspectives. This creative project was designed to 

support my overarching goals of fostering children-specific non-fiction or informational media 
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content in a digital age, highlighting the value of video making as a learning experience, and 

encouraging research and other collaborations between media practitioners and educators.   
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Informing Framework: Participatory Culture 

 

The challenge with research that investigates the relationships between children, media, 

education, and society is that it is interdisciplinary with scholars approaching issues from a 

myriad of traditions and applying their own terminology to similar concepts and ideas. I found 

participatory culture to be a useful framework for a project that situates young people in the 

social process of communication and media creation within the classroom while recognizing the 

media as a powerful source of informal education outside of it.  

Participatory culture is a term coined by Henry Jenkins (1992) to describe a culture that 

consumes, creates, and circulates media content. The concept emerged out of Jenkins’ 

investigation of popular media fan groups in the early 1990s. In his effort to shift the view of 

these groups as “cultural dupes, social misfits, and mindless consumers” (p. 22), he revealed the 

participatory practices within many of these fan communities. Jenkins posited that the point of 

transformation from a fan culture to a participatory culture occurs in the act of creating and 

sharing new texts inspired by favourite media programs and characters. Proposing these ideas in 

the early years of the internet, he would later apply the term convergence culture to describe the 

shift in media technology from analog to digital and the increase in production and circulation 

practices of a developing participatory culture (2006). Within the field of media studies, 

participatory culture becomes particularly useful in acknowledging the evolving definitions of 

media ‘user’, ‘viewer’, and ‘creator’. In 2009, as digital and social media platforms such as 

Facebook, YouTube and Twitter were growing in popularity, Jenkins and his research team 

produced a white paper as part of the MacArthur Foundation’s heavily funded initiative for 

research into youth and digital media entitled “Confronting the Challenges of Participatory 
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Culture: Media Education for the 21st Century”. They identified five key characteristics of 

participatory culture as  

relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, strong support for 

creating and sharing one’s creations, and some type of informal mentorship whereby what 

is known by the most experienced is passed along to novices. A participatory culture is 

also one in which members believe their contributions matter, and feel some degree of 

social connection with one another (at the least they care what other people think about 

what they have created). (Jenkins et al., 2009, p.3)  

 

While Jenkins’ scholarly roots lie in media studies, the 2009 white paper presented 

participatory culture for consideration within the educational realm. Whereas historically, 

education served the core function of preparing children for adult life as workers, there is 

growing consensus that students now require a process that will both acknowledge the ways they 

are already participating through engagement with digital and social media platforms and guide 

them towards more general participation in public life. Scholars have since expanded upon the 

concept of participatory culture, including David Buckingham (2013) as well as Delwiche and 

Henderson (2013) who proposed an ethical framework which considered: access, connectedness, 

rule making, contribution and freedom and later defined three participatory culture subgroups: 

consensus cultures, creative cultures, and discussion cultures. Delwiche and Henderson (2013) 

have also advocated for interdisciplinary research to better explore this concept and analyzing it 

in relation to the converging fields of media studies, pedagogy, and political economy to uncover 

news directions in knowledge sharing and education strategy and to rethink traditional ownership 

structures.  
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As an interdisciplinary-rooted concept, participatory culture inspired and informed the 

overall design and delivery of my media education curriculum. To further ground my project at 

the intersections of media studies, pedagogy and children’s culture, I explored several related 

concepts spinning out of participatory culture including: media education and media literacy, as 

well as design literacies and multimodal theory.  

 

Participatory Culture and Media Education/ Media Literacy  
 

As my research involved exploring children’s relationship with media in a classroom 

setting, I felt it necessary to understand the legacy as well as the challenges of media literacy 

education in a digital age prior to designing my curriculum. Jenkins et al.’s case for a new set of 

literacies follows several decades of conversation around media education, complicated by 

debates around defining literacy, a term rooted in print media. Various related terms that 

consider literacy in a digital age have emerged, including: information literacy, technology 

literacy, multimodal literacy and new media literacy and scholars have attempted to build links 

and comparison of new literacy studies, new literacies studies, new media literacy studies, media 

literacy, and multiliteracies (Gee, 2010). Media literacy education is not a pedagogy in the 

traditional sense in that it does not have firmly established principles, canon of texts or 

demonstrated teaching techniques (Share, 2009). Thus, strands of media education have emerged 

over time, representing different approaches. As television broadcasting began in many countries 

around the world during the 1930s, a desire to investigate how society would be negatively 

impacted through ‘effects research’ was born. Children were considered to be a special societal 

group in need of protection and therefore interest around how they would be affected by 

television developed along with the earliest movement: protectionism. Len Masterman, one of 
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the key figures in media education theory published the seminal text “Teaching the Media” 

(1985) where he referred to the mass media as a disease that threatened to corrupt audiences. In 

Canada, media literacy was introduced into secondary school curriculum in the 1980s and 1990s, 

referencing Masterman’s ideas (Pungente, 2006). Other scholars have encouraged a balance 

between protectionist and celebratory perspectives in media education curriculum design (Share, 

2009) and advocate for media education over media panic (Buckingham 2003, 2011; 

Buckingham & Strandgaard, 2012). A ‘critical media literacy’ emerged in the late 1990s/ early 

2000s, borne out of the mass media’s increasing presence in our lives, citing a need to critical 

understanding and analysis (Buckingham, 2003, 2008; Hoechsmann & Poyntz, 2012; Kellner & 

Share, 2007; Lankshear & Knobel, 2008; Rowsell; 2013). Critical media literacy problematized 

the process of representation and made a case for examining the roles of ideology, power, and 

pleasure through examining “the production, institutions and political economy that motivate and 

structure the media industries as corporate profit-seeking businesses” (Kellner & Share, 2007, p. 

65). Media literacy education currently emphasizes this deeper analysis of media content across 

all technological platforms and challenges dominant norms and assumptions (Kellner & Share, 

2007); this is achieved through analysis of media texts, how their messages are constructed and 

information is represented, and how messages are shaped to suit audiences (Hoechsmann & 

Poyntz, 2012). Meanwhile, media arts education has focused on vocational skills training and 

creative expression. Several scholars including Jenkins (2006) and Share (2009) suggest 

incorporating media arts curriculum into media literacy curriculum, arguing that true literacy 

develops through the process of making or ‘encoding’ in addition to analyzing or ‘decoding’. 

This type of curriculum becomes more applicable in a participatory culture. Jenkins proposed 

reconfiguring the goals of media education so that young people view themselves as “cultural 

producers and participants and not simply as consumers, critical or otherwise” (2006, p. 259). In 
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general, media education has shifted towards a more empowering approach by aiming to prepare 

rather than to protect: it aims to support the development of the skills needed to understand and 

to actively participate in media culture. This aligns with the work of Paolo Freire (1970) and 

John Dewey (1938/2012), who focused on a critical pedagogy and a progressive education 

respectively. Increased conversation around ‘new’ digital literacies reflects how living in a 

digital age demands participatory and collaborative skill sets that go beyond the ability to 

analyze media content. My curriculum design most closely aligned with Jenkins’ view of making 

media as a valuable process that enhances media literacy.  

Participatory Culture, Multimodality Theory, and Design Literacies  
 

Without prior training or experience as a teacher, it was useful to explore applicable theory 

that supports multimodal, creative, and collaborative learning experiences to prepare; this aided 

me in designing my curriculum and prepared me to conduct my research in a classroom setting. 

Scholars in addition to Jenkins et al. have explored participatory media practices and the concept 

of a participative pedagogy (Buckingham, 2003, 2008; Ito, 2009; Lankshear & Knobel, 2008; 

Rheingold, 2013). Jenkins et al.’s list of new literacies aligns with multiliteracies pedagogy and 

multimodality theory (Bazalgette & Buckingham, 2013; Kress, 1997); these theories 

acknowledge that learning takes place through a variety of communication modes such as visual, 

audio, gestural, spatial and tactile in addition to written and oral forms (Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; 

Kress, 2010). These pedagogies also draw from Piaget’s constructivist theory, which posits that 

people produce knowledge and meaning based upon their experiences, and Papert’s 

constructionist learning theory, which promotes student-centred discovery as well as ‘learning by 

making’ or ‘learning by doing’ (Papert & Harel, 1991). Similarly, Sheridan-Rabideau and 

Rowsell (2010) draw from multimodality theory to describe a ‘design literacies’ pedagogy based 
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on the multiple modes (written words, visuals, sound, color, photography, interactivity and 

hypertextuality) that media producers use to create content. They emphasize the problem-solving 

potential of digital media production and identify four main dispositions of media producers 

across platforms that they posit will be core literacies of the 21st century: design, creativity, spin, 

multimodality; and three overlapping dispositions: collaboration, trial and error, and production.  
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Part A: Designing the Research Study 

 
           Existing Scholarship  

Given that my research involves children as participants, it was also important for me to 

understand the evolution of childhood studies as well as the legacy of research on children’s 

culture to identify challenges and opportunities. Henry Jenkins played a pivotal role in the 

development of children’s culture studies as editor of the collection The Children’s Culture 

Reader in 1998. Similar to media studies, there is a divide between children’s culture scholars 

who view children as needing protection and those who consider children to be competent social 

agents, the latter also referred to as an emancipatory or empowerment frame. Prout (2008) 

detailed the longstanding normative view of childhood as the preparation for adult life and 

Buckingham noted how over the course of the industrial revolution, the state began to 

increasingly assert its own interest in social communication with children (Buckingham, 1997). 

Neil Postman (1994) controversially posited that childhood was disappearing as a result of the 

‘total disclosure medium’ of TV which compromised adults’ control over children’s access to 

knowledge; television was accessible without having developed traditional – print-based— 

literacy skills. The protectionist/emancipatory dichotomy also mirrors the resistance and 

negotiation that characterizes the process of children’s identity formation, particularly as they 

consume media products and are socialized by them. Identity construction can also be linked to 

neoliberalism and Giddens’s (1991) position that young people are, in globalised late modernity, 

fundamentally absorbed in the never-ending task of ‘the project of the self’ resulting from 

modern media’s complex, intertextual and reflexive environment. Meanwhile, scholars have 

reflected upon the role of adult media makers in constructing and negotiating the position of the 
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child (Rose, 1993; Buckingham, 1997). With the shift towards participatory culture and a 

networked society (Castells, 1996), scholars have increasingly considered children’s identity and  

citizenship (Jenkins, et al., 2009; Banet-Weiser, 2007; Coulter, 2013; Jenkins, 1998; 

Buckingham 2000a; Mihailidis, 2014). Thus, more recent children’s cultures scholarship reflects  

a shift towards pluralism and employs a social constructivist approach, presenting children as 

empowered, skilled audiences, and valued members of society (Buckingham, 2003; Mendes et 

al., 2012; Sefton-Green, 2006). Similarly, Sheridan-Rabideau and Rowsell draw from Margaret 

Mead’s cultural theory that describes how society responds to large shifts in the following 

sequence: ‘pre-figurative’ as adults learning from children; ‘post-figurative’ as children learning 

from adults; and ‘co-figurative’ as adults and children learning from their peers (2010, p. 1). This 

suggests the value not only in considering children’s perspectives but in prioritizing or leading 

with them. 

My research therefore builds on the existing, albeit somewhat limited, research on youth 

and digital media in practice (Ito, 2009) and media production training for school-aged children 

(Jenson, Dahya & Fisher, 2014). There have been some studies on youth participatory video 

(Braden, 1999; Shaw & Robertson, 1997) and documentary making in school settings 

(Hakkarainen, Saarelainen & Ruokamo, 2007; Reid et al., 2002) with a greater number that have 

looked at extracurricular or community-based media production programs and have focused on 

the impact of offering participants the opportunity to produce knowledge relevant to their own 

lives (Fisherkeller & Tyner, 2011; Karlsson 2001; Kress 2010; Marquez-Zenkov 2007). This 

type of research is not without its challenges. While researchers have explored the transformative 

potential of community media production workshops where children are given a ‘voice’ 

(Goodman, 2003; Fleetwood, 2005), measuring empowerment and transformative potential 
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remains difficult without consensus on measurement criteria (Kearney, 2005). Also, many adult-

facilitated youth media productions have overlooked the value of integrating components of  

media literacy such as watching and discussing media texts (Blum-Ross, 2015). Media scholars 

have explored the relationship between children-specific news media programming and  

citizenship (Carter, 2008, 2013; Buckingham, 2000b; Mathews, 2003; Mendes et al., 2012). I 

have not come across studies that look specifically at children’s relationship with children’s 

specific non-fiction media content. In emphasizing the complexity of designing media literacy 

curriculum, Bazalgette and Buckingham (2013) noted that preschoolers often demonstrate an 

understanding of complex characteristics of television and video content even before they are 

fluent readers, disrupting the traditional ‘print-based’ approach to literacy. They further 

cautioned that the current preoccupation with games and online media-based learning pulls 

attention away from the ‘old’ moving image media (film and television) which still dominate 

children’s consumption activities in their formative years. My interest in building a curriculum 

with a focus on non-fiction video production stems from two main rationales: a recognition that 

television programming represents older school-aged children’s main source of media content; 

and my extensive media industry experiences which demonstrate the immense learning potential 

the video-making process offers. I was further inspired by examples of long-running youth media 

production endeavors in the US, including Elizabeth Soep’s work with the Youth Radio 

organization and Steve Goodman’s work with the Educational Video Centre (2011). Both of 

these programs focus on the production of short-form non-fiction documentary content, with 

skills training facilitated by adults, and have continued to demonstrate their community impact. 
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Research Methodology 

 
The research design for my creative project was informed by a social constructivist 

paradigm, defined as an “exploration of the way people interpret and make sense of their 

experiences in the worlds in which they live and how the contexts of events and situations and 

the placement of these within wider social environments have impacted on constructed 

understandings” (Grbich, 2012, p.7) and where reality is viewed as socially embedded and 

multiple (Merrigan et al, 2012). I opted for the creative ‘research through practice’ approach 

(Cresswell 1998; Irwin & Springgay, 2008) versus a more traditional thesis or MRP to apply my 

considerable experience as a media content maker. A creative approach also accommodated my 

experimental and reflective process along with my desire to position myself as a 

maker/practitioner as well as a scholar/researcher. Because I was piloting a curriculum plan, I 

wanted to observe a small group of participants’ experiences participating in it, I applied a case 

study design (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003) with elements of participatory action research where there 

is potential for both the researcher and the ‘researched’ to be ‘transformed,’ and gain interesting 

new perspectives and insights through the process (Crotty, 2003). Scholars have cited the need to 

acknowledge existing and unequal power relations in this type of research (Hoechsmann & Low, 

2008; Jenson, Dayha & Fisher, 2014).  With regards to data collection, I planned to enlist help 

from research assistants to record video and provide written summaries about the classroom 

sessions. This would allow me to focus on delivering the classroom sessions without attempting 

to simultaneously take detailed observational notes. I also wanted to incorporate elements of 

participatory action research (PAR) to acknowledge adult-child power dynamics, including the 

tendency for adults to mediate children’s lives, and with the goal of better engaging and 

understanding this societal group. Therefore, I built student ‘video diary’ tasks into the project,  
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with the intention of asking students to record short post-session commentary (referring to a tips 

document which is available on the website on the Full Session Plan page). 

 
Recruitment of Participants/ Research Site  

My desire to conduct research with and about children required me to prepare an extensive 

ethics protocol. After receiving approval from the university, my supervisor advised me that 

seeking permission to recruit participants through school boards would be arduous and 

potentially unrealistic given my limited time frame for completing my research. I proceeded to 

contact the small number of independent all-girls schools within the Greater Toronto Area to 

propose my study. I decided to approach girls’ schools first as a response to the ongoing lack of 

gender parity in media production and my desire to support female voices in media. Out of this 

small group, two schools expressed an interest and ultimately, one school was able to support my 

project goals as well as my constrained timelines. This school indicated that while it had 

participated in academic research projects before, it has always requested that its name not be 

included in research: I applied the pseudonym of the Athena School. I was initially concerned 

with how to work with an entire class of students as only one researcher. Fortunately, the class 

sizes at the Athena School were small and, after explaining the project to students and their 

parents, I was able to work with all eight students in the eighth-grade class. The school was 

particularly interested in my desire to not only work with students on video production skills 

development as well as my proposed ‘peer production’ approach whereby the grade eight 

students (older tweens) would create video projects to share with the grade six students (younger 

tweens).  
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Part B: Designing the Media Education Curriculum 

Overall Curriculum Considerations 

Designing curriculum, even a brief in-class unit, was far more of a challenging task than I 

had anticipated; it required me to balance the goals of my research with The Athena School 

teachers’ request to emphasize technical skills training, as well as to reflect on my professional 

media production practices along with applicable pedagogy. First and foremost, I considered the 

five characteristics of a participatory culture: 

1.With relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement 	
	
2.With strong support for creating and sharing one’s creations with others 
 	
3.With some type of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the most  

 
experienced is passed along to novices 	

	

4.Where members believe that their contributions matter 	
	
5.Where members feel some degree of social connection with one another (at the least  

 
they care what other people think about what they have created).  (Jenkins et al., 2009,  

 
p.7) 

 
 

In my initial conversations with the grade eight Core and English teachers at the Athena 

School, they indicated that many of their grade eight students had no prior experience working 

with professional video cameras. My supervisor was able to provide several iPads as well as 

some tablet-compatible video accessories such as microphones and tripods; designing the 

sessions to use these tools also allowed me to foster an environment with minimal barriers to 

creative expression and engagement. Further, building these sessions around ‘YouTube style’ 

video discussion and production would encourage creating and sharing content while also 
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offering a relatable format through which to discuss media representation and explore media 

literacy skills. The curriculum also emphasized group work, to offer an environment that 

supports informal mentorship and support for creating together. This was motivated by my 

recognition that the students would have varying interest in and experience with filming and 

editing video and could therefore learn from each other. I designed the sessions to culminate in a 

screening with a grade six student audience to create an opportunity for students to experience a 

sense of connection and community and the belief that their contributions matter, as 

characteristics of a participatory culture. This aspect of the curriculum was further justified by 

studies from the media industry realm, indicating how children prefer to ‘watch up’ as in 

consuming shows with slightly older characters (Caron et al., 2012); and the educational realm, 

citing the value of exchange of ideas among knowledge workers, commonly known as ‘peer 

production’ (Peters & Besley, 2006).  

While participatory culture offered the overall framework for my project, I also considered 

media education scholarship to more directly assist in my curriculum design. I opted to not build 

my sessions in out of any existing templates for media arts or literacy education and, instead, 

considered elements of critical media literacy through planned discussion and analysis of 

television content. Overall, I endeavoured to blend media literacy education with more 

collaborative, multimodal, and ‘learning by making’ or constructionist activities; I therefore 

incorporated written tasks in addition to hands-on tasks involving digital video-making 

technology. In the spirit of participatory action research and a social constructivist approach, I 

designed the sessions to be as conversational and interactive as possible, with opportunities for 

the students to share their own ideas and knowledge. I did this in part to address the power 

imbalance between me and the students and attempt to level the playing field and relate more 
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directly to the participants. I was also mindful of how many extracurricular or curriculum-linked 

media production activities involving youth fail to consider the issues of gender in their design 

and how projects produced by young female media producers therefore run the risk of 

reproducing gendered norms and stereotypes (Kearney, 2005). Given that the group of students I 

worked with were enrolled at an all-girls school that emphasized feminist educational 

approaches, I did not have to address the gender imbalances that this project might be subject to 

in a mixed-gender classroom. Applying gender as a critical lens was therefore beyond the scope 

of this project; although, I did consider gender in designing the individual session plans, which I 

will discuss in the next section.  

I also considered Jenkins et al.’s three concerns applicable to designing pedagogical 

interventions in a networked culture: 

The Participation Gap — the unequal access to the opportunities, experiences, skills, and 

knowledge that will prepare youth for full participation in the world of tomorrow. The  

 
Transparency Problem — The challenges young people face in learning to see clearly the 

ways that media shape perceptions of the world.  

 
The Ethics Challenge — The breakdown of traditional forms of professional training and 

socialization that might prepare young people for their increasingly public roles as media 

makers and community participants. (Jenkins et al., 2009, p.3) 

 

I then contemplated how my professional media production experience might inform 

possible solutions or directions. My own media production practices were acquired in a 

somewhat non-linear manner through considerable trial-and-error and represented a culmination 

of a vast range of diverse experiences; this closely aligns with Sheridan-Rabideau and Rowsell’s 

theory of design literacies (2010) and the value of considering professional media-makers’ 
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creation processes. While I identified a lack of one-size-fits-all procedures, particularly in 

creative roles such as directing, there have been some standard conventions such as the phases of 

production and documents such as call sheets, storyboards, and scripts. I incorporated various 

samples of these that I have used in my own work into my classroom sessions (these are also 

available on the website under the heading of Student Support Materials).  

I opted to use ‘accessible’, consumer video-making tools such as iPads to ease students 

into an exploration of more professional media making practices and storytelling techniques; this 

included following and discussing the professional media production process— introduction, 

brainstorming/pre-production, production, and post-production – and discussing a variety of 

professionally-produced video (with an emphasis on YouTube style) content. Having produced 

media content across different genres, I decided that focusing on non-fiction and documentary 

storytelling would offer the most beneficial structure for this type of project. I particularly felt 

this genre would be valuable given that it was more accessible entry into video production 

without requiring consideration of additional variables such as props, costumes, sets, scripts, 

actors, etc. My experiences producing human interest and documentary media stories have 

demonstrated this genre’s potential to develop a variety of skills while also contributing to a 

sense of connection to the intended audience. Jenkins et al. (2009) discussed the link between 

participatory culture and children’s citizenship, which aligns with both Freire and Dewey’s belief 

in an approach to education that prepares young people to be citizens as active participants and 

contributors to society and to be encouraged to tell their stories from their points of view. I 

anticipated that requiring students to present their videos to their younger peers (grade six 

students at The Athena School) would ideally foster a sense of citizenship. Also, in an attempt to 

mitigate the tensions that exist between the for-profit realm of media production and the not-for-
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profit realm of education, I viewed the non-fiction genre as a more neutral space: the genre, 

specifically for children-specific audiences, has demonstrated a lack of commercial viability in 

recent years and prioritizes informing and educating over entertaining. Therefore, my attempt to 

address the transparency gap, the participation problem, and the ethics challenge, while also 

considering the needs of this particular sample group of students, resulted in a curriculum plan 

that: 1) focused on non-fiction content; 2) explored YouTube style video production using iPads; 

3) incorporated a screening of final videos with a younger peer audience and; 4) blended media 

literacy and professional media practices. 

Finally, being required to adhere to the school’s schedule and request to focus on technical 

video-making skills was helpful as well as a hindrance. It was useful to be given some 

predetermined parameters from which to build around, as the task of designing the sessions was 

quite daunting. Having the sessions take place once a week and be spread out over several 

months wasn’t ideal in that I felt this type of project would be most effective as an intensive 

program offered outside of traditional school hours and a classroom setting. I somewhat 

arbitrarily proposed five to six sessions of two hours each, in large part to reign in this project to 

suit the time and resources I had as part of a master’s degree program. I then prepared a master 

document which included overall learning objectives and a breakdown of what the five sessions 

would explore. 

 
Individual Session Design Considerations 

From the main master document, I created the first session plan with the intention of 

creating subsequent plans based on how much content was covered in the previous session and in 

consideration of students were responding to the sessions. I was also hoping to base session plans 

on my own in-class observations combined with students’ video diaries. I worked with the 
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teachers to design a rubric for the culminating assignment. Even if I was unable to directly 

observe which students most responded to which elements of the process, I anticipated that 

different aspects of the curriculum would resonate with different students. Without aiming to be 

too overtly celebratory about media production, it was my hope that students would feel more 

enthusiastic about using video as a tool for future expression. It was also important to me to 

encourage self-directed learning, with regards to their video ideas and the roles they wanted to 

play in producing the culminating video assignment.  

In my planning, I envisioned spending one session getting to know the students and 

chatting about my research and media career, one session analyzing a selection of non-fiction or 

informational media segments and brainstorming final video project topics, one session to cover 

the video pre-production phase, one or two sessions exploring non-fiction storytelling 

conventions and technical tips along with hands-on practice, and one session covering post-

production and editing techniques. The plan was to ask students to share one or two of their ideas 

for a non-fiction video topic in Session 2 or 3. They would then form groups based on shared 

interests in topics and then go through the rest of the sessions while considering how to apply 

what they learned to their larger project. The plan also included an additional session where 

students would screen their final video projects and discuss them with the grade six students.  

I attempted to scaffold technical production and storytelling skills instruction and practice 

through several mini-tasks. Both the mini-tasks as well as the culminating assignment considered 

how access to participatory culture operates as a new form of the hidden curriculum which 

“shifts the focus of literacy from one of individual expression to community involvement” and 

requires fostering new media literacies as a “set of cultural competencies and social skills that 

young people need in the new media landscape” (Jenkins et al., 2009, p. 4). All video tasks were 
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designed to be group efforts in small teams of three to four students and were intended to assist 

in developing students’ new literacies, particularly collective intelligence, judgment, and 

simulation, and distributed cognition.  

I further considered the grade eight Core and English teachers’ perspective on the students’ 

experience with video-making. The teachers had communicated to me their students’ 

preoccupation with performing for the camera at the expense of attention to specific skills and 

conventions to create a more polished media product.  This aligns with Jenkins et al.’s (2009) 

case for media literacy in the classroom as particularly necessary given the imbalance that often 

exists between the confidence and ease youth exhibit in using media tools versus their ability to 

critically examine media messages. I decided that it would be worthwhile to spend some time in 

earlier sessions looking at a variety of videos and encourage them to be looking at media content 

more critically as opposed to simply consuming and enjoying it. Finally, I did not initially feel, 

given the feminist and social justice driven approach to education at this school, that the 

experience of making videos would be an exceptionally emancipatory experience for these girls. 

However, I did build into one of the early sessions a discussion about whether or not they see 

themselves reflected in any existing female television characters or stories about girls their age. I 

also planned to explain my own journey through a male-dominated industry, supported by a 

video compilation reel of my media work that emphasized diverse female subjects and their 

stories.  

 

 

 

 



 

 
 

26 

My Role and Relationship to the Participants 

Communication and support were important considerations in planning the curriculum. I 

wanted to depart from a place of adult authority and approach more of an ‘informal mentorship’ 

style inherent to a participatory culture and whereby the most experienced individuals pass  

knowledge along to the novices (Jenkins et al., 2009). I drew confidence from the fact that over 

the years, my producing style had evolved towards more of a collaborative approach; in general, 

this involves my initial creation of a story plan that reflects my vision for the content but allows 

me to revise it during filming to draw from the collective creativity, ideas, and suggestions of my 

production team and, in some cases, participants. In my extensive experience filming with young 

participants, and often without the luxury of time to more organically cultivate these 

relationships, I have found that encouraging them to collaborate as part of the team has often 

proven to be a particularly effective approach. My original intention of approaching as a 

‘collaborator’ in the classroom was somewhat hindered by The Athena School’s request that I 

present my industry experience and offer instruction on professional media making skills. This 

would also further hinder my desire to address the power imbalance between me and the 

students. I thus opted to foster a conversational type energy in early sessions and indicate my 

desire to share (versus instruct on) what I’ve learned in my career. I also debated whether or not I 

wanted to be present to support them during their filming of their final video projects and 

decided that I would reassess based on how the sessions were going and how the students were 

relating to me. 
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Part C: Conducting the Study and Facilitating the Curriculum 
 
 

In this section, I present my observations through the lens of the informing framework for 

my research: participatory culture. I focus on how this process supported students’ development 

of the various ‘new literacies’ Jenkins et al. (2009) proposed in their white paper. I will also refer 

to my supporting website where applicable to illustrate my experiences conducting the study and 

facilitating the curriculum; the site also offers more specific reflections that I prepared after each  

session. Where applicable, I suggest, based on my observations, directions for future research or 

curriculum design adaptations. As anticipated, the sessions evolved considerably from my initial 

curriculum planning document; the overall experience offered me a lot to consider with regards 

to my initial research goal of exploring the opportunities and challenges with media education 

that acknowledges a participatory culture. The groups for the final projects will be referred to 

throughout this paper by their chosen video topics: ‘Team Bake A Cake’ and ‘Team Fire 

Report’.  

 
 
Video Production as a Frame for Exploring New Literacies Skills Development 

When I initially designed this curriculum, I believed that it would specifically tap into or 

enhance students’ collective intelligence, judgment, simulation, and distributed cognition ‘new 

literacies’ (Jenkins et al., 2009, p.4). I observed that students explored the new literacy of 

‘simulation’ throughout the majority of their video work. During a brief exercise intended to 

explore using microphones during filming, one student pair decided to record a spoof audition as 

a contestant on The Bachelor reality TV show. In another mini-task intended to teach students 

how to integrate A-Roll with B-Roll footage, one group mimicked the filming and editing style 

of the Keeping up with the Kardashians reality TV show (please refer to the second video on the 
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Mini Task #2 page of the website). It appeared that the students, in their simulation of these 

programs, were also invested in being playful and acting; my observations align with Jenkins et 

al., who indicate how closely all three of these new literacies are connected. These mini-tasks 

were additionally useful in revealing what TV shows the students watch as well as demonstrating 

their understanding of the visual and storytelling conventions that are particular to these 

programs. 

As a media-maker, I was particularly surprised to discover that for most of these students, 

‘video making’ meant ‘starring’ in their own videos. This was incredibly valuable for me to 

observe and allowed me to recognize that my own media production practices and assumptions 

about tweens were becoming outdated, in relation to an emerging participatory culture. I had 

assumed that in the final group projects, students would naturally gravitate to different roles such 

as camera operator, director, or performer. In explaining to students why it was important that 

students focus on different roles, I was met with much resistance and disappointment; it was 

almost as though being on camera was the sole reason for their interest in making videos. Future 

iterations of this curriculum design might benefit from exercises where students rotate through 

experiencing some of the key media production roles, or getting a behind-the-scenes look at 

these jobs, to illustrate their importance. While it is possible that this approach would also 

prompt more students to take on these roles, it is also possible that the vlogger model made 

popular by YouTube (performer who also directs and writes and films his or her own content) 

may have made ‘specializing’ in a media production craft less enticing in a participatory culture. 

My uncertainty further stems from my final interviews with the students. Several students 

appeared conflicted, indicating that they would have liked to experience each role (camera 
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person, director, etc.); others said they would have enjoyed the final video project experience 

more if they each were able to take turns being on camera and being behind it.  

 
These observations also speak to the importance of how curriculum is initially framed. I 

suspect that my curriculum design, approaching instruction for a ‘YouTube generation’ –even 

though my own media-making experiences are firmly rooted in professional broadcast media 

practices – created a disconnect. For example, in general, this group of students demonstrated 

great imagination along with confidence in their video making abilities. There were numerous 

examples of students’ mini-projects which I felt were very creative (for an example, please refer 

to Session 2, Mini Task #1, first video). Team Bake A Cake’s video also demonstrated some 

particularly creative use of slow-motion and sped-up shots, including the slow motion ‘flour 

shot’ that introduced their video. Upon reflection, my goal of addressing these students’ general 

lack of attention to technical proficiency was likely further hindered by my choice of a 

curriculum approach around ‘making YouTube videos’. The YouTube landscape has such a wide 

range of content spanning high production value that mimics broadcast television and content 

with sloppy audio, lighting, and editing. It would appear that the majority of regular YouTube 

users are generally forgiving of unpolished or professional segments and as such, curriculum 

might be structured as ‘learning how to make a TV segment or show’. This would involve me 

working more directly with students as an expert and a collaborator. While I can propose a 

variety of ways to frame the curriculum differently in the future, it is unclear whether these 

directions would encourage students to increase their technical proficiency in video-making.  

In many instances, the students took the requirements of each mini-task as loose 

guidelines, often adapting them. I initially felt disappointed or discouraged by their departure 

from my instructions, particularly because I had spent considerable time reflecting on the best 
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ways to teach what I felt were valuable media storytelling techniques. Ultimately, their rebellion 

revealed the value of video-making as a customizable, self-directed learning opportunity in that 

students were able to take the assignment parameters and create a more meaningful and engaging 

experience. Students’ reconfiguration of the assignments also demonstrated a form of resistance 

or renegotiation of power dynamics; this was significant given that the overall goal of these 

sessions was to prepare them for a participatory culture which approaches an “empowered 

conception of citizenship” (Jenkins et al., 2009, p.4). While this was valuable for me to observe 

from a researcher standpoint, it posed a problem from a facilitator standpoint. As part of my 

preliminary conversations with the Grade 8 Core and English teachers, I had designed the tasks 

to focus on practicing and enhancing technical skills. In most cases, the students became too 

focused on being creative and playful, that the technical components became an afterthought. 

This made it more challenging for me to assess whether these tasks were successful in supporting 

technical skills development or if they would need to be adapted in the future. Additionally, in 

several instances, the students demonstrated a level of critical media literacy through these tasks. 

The group who created the Kardashian spoof video challenged my instruction regarding covering 

edit points by using A-Roll and B-Roll: they indicated that jump cuts were entirely commonplace 

now because of reality TV and YouTubers. This provided valuable insight into my need to revisit 

topics around editing and structuring segments in the future. 

This group of students reflected a wide range of existing skill as well as greatly varying 

levels of interest in video-making. I tried to assess their skill levels by screening some of their 

previous video projects during our first session together, but it was only later, through the mini-

video tasks, that I began to see the variety of individual skill levels. This suggests the need to 

approach classroom video-making curriculum as a lengthier experience of far greater than five or 
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six sessions and the need for each student to have ample hands-on time with equipment to 

practice and experiment. Without intending to downplay the great opportunity for peer-based 

learning that group video-making assignments offer, an extended curriculum would better 

support all students in exploring various technology and developing the full range of new literacy 

skills. In the limited time that students had to complete their video tasks, I observed that the 

students who were the most experienced at editing naturally assumed those roles. Curiously, In 

the final interviews, students almost unanimously mentioned an interest in video editing and  

indicated that they would have liked more time and opportunities to learn and practice their 

editing skills. Considerable effort is required to implement media production curriculum, which I 

believe is more than justified by video-making’s ability to reflect many modern workplace 

environments as well as the teamwork skills needed to thrive in them. Jenkins (2009) noted 

contemporary education’s emphasis on training autonomous problem solvers; video production 

represents an engaging means of shifting curriculum to support collaborative, peer-based 

learning. Even the members of Team Bake A Cake, who appeared to have the most difficulties 

working together and who were generally dissatisfied with their final video project, indicated a 

range of different takeaways from their experience (please refer to the summary video on the 

website’s main page). Based on the final interviews, it was evident that all of the students had 

experienced an overall positive and engaging learning experience that allowed them to explore 

topics of interest while harnessing a variety of new literacies. 

 
Focusing on the Non-Fiction Genre  

The original parameters for the final project required the production of a non-fiction video. 

Several students were initially resistant to the idea of creating this genre of content and a couple 
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of students were very verbal about how it wasn’t their favourite genre. I made a considerable 

effort in explaining how I had experienced the value of non-fiction storytelling – 

for participants as well as for audiences – during my career. I also indicated how non-fiction 

offered a valuable method of sharing knowledge with peers as well as to offer alternative 

viewpoints to the content created for their age group on mainstream media, borne out of a 

discussion in Session 1 where students indicated that they did not see much content on television 

that accurately reflected their lives as well as my desire to explore the new literacy of 

‘networking’. Finally, I explained to students that given our short timelines and resources, this  

format was the best way for me to support their video storytelling abilities and had the most 

potential to produce a solid final video product. In the second session, several of the students 

were still frustrated with not being able to create a fictional video which led me to emphasize 

that ‘non-fiction’, ‘documentary’ and ‘informational’ were broad terms and that they could feel 

free to use their imaginations to select a topic or message that resonated with them. This segued 

into an interesting screening of sample ‘non-fiction’ video content and discussion about what 

constitutes ‘non-fiction’ content; while we didn’t have time for extended exploration of how to 

test credibility of content, this discussion made it apparent that the new literacy of ‘judgment’ 

continues to be an important skill at a time when the lines between fiction and non-fiction 

content are blurring. 

The groups’ journeys to complete their final video project were entirely different from one 

another. Team Fire Report initially went through an extended brainstorming process in trying to 

find a topic that all would agree upon, beginning with a desire to review and test affordable 

makeup and shifting towards cool science experiments like how to make a death ray. This 

brainstorming took place over several weeks and I was not privy to how they ultimately decided 

on a current affairs-broadcast television-style segment, mimicking late-night scripted satire 
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programming, about a major recent fire at a building in their community. Indeed, this 

demonstrates how the new literacy of ‘simulation’ – as “the ability to interpret and construct 

dynamic models of real world processes” (Jenkins et al., 2009, p.4/56) was seamlessly woven 

into students’ video production tasks. Team Fire Report’s experience most closely reflected the 

original vision I had for their learning journey. 

Meanwhile, Team Bake A Cake solidified their concept for a comedic baking segment 

quicker but encountered lots of difficulty in its execution. In their brainstorming stage, they were  

undecided between a ‘day in our life’ video and a cooking video. Without any prompting from 

me, this group decided to ask their intended audience (grade 6s at The Athena School) to vote on 

their favourite topic. This ultimately demonstrated how video production group work is an 

excellent exercise in harnessing the new literacy of ‘negotiation’. While Team Bake A Cake was 

unhappy with the overall result of their efforts, their experience was perhaps the most fascinating 

of the two groups, particularly given their initial overconfidence in making their video. Several 

members of this group indicated they watched cooking TV shows and were highly enthusiastic at 

the planning stage; had I required them to create a documentary or news report in the spirit of 

traditional non-fiction content, they would have missed out on this invaluable learning 

experience about the complications of filming cooking segments. I was inspired to create a short 

video which demonstrates this group’s journey (included on the main page of the website) as it 

illustrates the robust learning potential for group video-making projects in the classroom.  

It is not possible to ascertain from this particular study whether the non-fiction genre 

offers a better frame for video-making projects in the classroom than the fiction genre.  In the 

case of this study, I believe that the professionally produced non-fiction segments I reviewed 

with the students presented concepts and techniques that they would be able to practice or mimic 

with minimal resources, unlike the more labor and resource intensive process of filming fictional 
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scenes. This supports a more seamless way of preparing children for ethical participation in more 

public roles in the future (Jenkins et al., 2009). For example, during the fourth session, I screened 

two segments with the students to discuss how the media industry uses A-Roll (key interview 

footage/content) and B-Roll (supporting) video footage to assemble a story as well as the 

benefits and disadvantages of filming with two cameras. Both groups seemed drawn, perhaps for 

novel reasons, to the idea of filming with multiple video cameras; it was clear that they already 

felt confident filming video and wanted to experiment. Team Fire Report’s final video project 

demonstrated that they had considered my suggestion about B-Roll to cover edit points; they also 

opted to film their hosted introduction from multiple angles to give visual interest (their video is 

available on the Session 6 page of the website). Team Bake A Cake appeared to have set out to 

film with two cameras but had issues with team members not wanting to commit solely to the 

task of camerawork; as I understand it, at some points only one person was attempting to operate 

both cameras. Given that I knew producing a cake-making video was a complicated endeavour, I 

debated during the sessions whether I should have better supported this group by analyzing a 

professional cooking show segment with them. From a facilitator’s standpoint, it was admittedly 

more gratifying to hear several members of this group acknowledge in their final interviews that 

they had overestimated their abilities and that they would have benefitted from studying 

examples of the cooking show genre.  

The non-fiction or informational genre also appeared to present both groups with a more 

accessible opportunity through which to explore the new literacy skills of simulation as well as 

performance. Moving towards the form of participatory culture Jenkins et al refer to as 

expressions: “producing new creative forms, such as digital sampling, skinning and modding, fan 

videomaking, fan fiction writing, zines, mash-ups” (2009, p. 3). Team Fire Report reported on a 
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real fire in their community and simulated the common conventions of news reports: studio 

introduction and wrap up with a field report including interviews in the middle. They explored 

their own expression of this genre through the use of comedic elements such as calling the report 

“News but 2 months late”. The two students featured in the video also performed as ‘co-anchors’ 

and reports, adding playfulness to their studio ‘intros’ and ‘outros’, while maintaining a level of 

seriousness when interviewing experts in the ‘field’. Similarly, Team Bake A Cake simulated the 

setting that is customary to cooking videos but also explored their own expression by attempting 

to include humour; the two students appearing on camera also performed as more serious baker 

and more playful assistant respectively. 

Group Work, Community, and Peer Learning 
 
A large part of this curriculum involved group work, emphasizing Jenkins et al.’s (2009) 

notion that, in a digital age shaped by knowledge cultures, problem-solving is shifting towards a 

team effort and literacy is becoming a social skill. Students formed their own groups for the 

mini-tasks whereas, for the final projects, they were assigned one of two groups of four. This 

was the sole instance where their teachers stepped in to facilitate, based on existing student 

dynamics to which I was not made privy. While preparing my curriculum, I had planned that 

students would form their own groups for the major video assignments based on shared interests; 

I wanted their groups to approach what Jenkins et al. described as ‘affiliations’: a form of 

participatory culture where communities assemble around a shared type of media platform or 

genre of content. Students being required to work with classmates who had different ideas 

ultimately resulted in a greater opportunity to gain experience with several important new 

literacies: ‘collective intelligence’ – the ability to work together toward a common goal— and 

‘negotiation’ – particularly in regards to the ability to “discern and respect multiple perspectives” 
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(Jenkins et al, 2009, p.4/56); I believe this scenario also saw the groups approach more of a 

‘collaborative problem solving’ form. I also indicated to students, as they struggled to agree on 

video topics, that in my media production experience it was rare that I had been able to fully 

decide the teams that I worked with. In their final interviews, all of the students mentioned the 

struggle to achieve consensus throughout the process of video-making and how challenging 

working in larger groups was, foreshadowing the team environments that may lie ahead for many 

of them in their future careers. Given the time restraints students were working with, we were not 

able to facilitate the perhaps idealized scenario that Jenkins et al. describe where students are  

“constantly motivated to acquire new knowledge or refine their existing skills, and because they 

allow each participant to feel like an expert while tapping the expertise of others” (2009, p.9). It 

would nevertheless be worthwhile for future application of video production in the classroom to 

aspire to this level of peer learning.  

 Additionally, I believe incorporating a screening of the final videos with the grade 6 

students heightened the grade eight students’ overall curriculum experience. All members of 

Team Fire Report were collectively proud of their final product and found the screening 

experience particularly affirming. Meanwhile, several members of Team Bake A Cake 

introduced their video to the grade 6 class by explaining that it wasn’t good and that they should 

have done it differently. Only one member of this group felt that they accomplished something 

that wasn’t great but also wasn’t as terrible as her teammates thought. This student also saw the 

value of sharing their journey along with the mistakes they made with the grade 6s. In my initial 

session planning, I had a rather idealized notion of how screenings as the end goal of the 

curriculum would foster a peer learning and community scenario between these two groups of 

students. During the screenings, I observed how each of these student groups, despite being 

‘middle schoolers’, were at very different developmental stages. In many ways, it seemed as 
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though the grade 6s were overly polite and supportive of their older peers. I would be curious 

whether screening the videos with students from another school would have offered a more 

useful experience and whether it would have enhanced the grade eight’s efforts in their video-

making. 

 
Applying Media Production Practices and Design Literacies 

 
A consideration of design literacies did prove to be useful in building my media education 

curriculum. Media production industry conventions were particularly useful in preparing and  

supporting students through their group video project. My classroom experience also revealed 

the importance of allowing time for students to just ‘mess with’ the tools. In my limited time 

with the grade eight students, I tried to mix this play time with instruction on professional 

techniques while simultaneously asking them to plan their larger group projects. In the future, I 

would consider building in separate time just for play and experimentation perhaps as a separate 

unit whereas a larger group video project would represent a later unit. My plan of adhering to the 

three stages of ‘professional’ media production (pitching/pre-production, production, and post-

production) did prove to be an effective process in several regards. In the final interviews, when I 

asked students to reflect back on the planning documents, several of them, particularly from 

Team Bake A Cake, indicated that better organization and consideration of details and variables 

would have assisted them in production. This team also indicated that they would have been 

better served to discuss and analyze more cooking videos, to strategize their approach more 

effectively. A member of Team Fire Report felt that the experience of interviewing ‘real people’ 

about a ‘real story’ made the experience more serious and exciting. The students were also 

required to informally ‘pitch’ and their final video ideas to me for discussion; I explained to them 

that this was common practice in the industry. They appeared to enjoy this aspect, perhaps 
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because I had screened several of my own video projects with the students to discuss how they 

came into being. While I cannot be certain what led Team Bake A Cake to take their two initial 

ideas (a baking video or a ‘day in the life’ video) to the grade six class for consideration, it did 

demonstrate that they understood how the media industry approaches storytelling for specific 

audiences and wanted to test out this process for themselves. 

 
Approaching Media Education as an Evolving Curriculum  

 Jenkins et al. (2006) proposed key pedagogical interventions for educators designing  

curriculum in a participatory culture. While my experience working with The Athena School 

grade eight students supported the value of the interventions they identified, it also emphasized 

the need for media education curriculum to be an evolving process. Particularly in this current 

moment, amidst larger conversations about digital convergence, curriculum around media 

literacy and video production should be continuously undergoing revision, testing, and 

adaptation. While observing this particular group of students working with the iPads, I noticed 

that they would all immediately shift to the front-facing camera mode when the time came to test 

out microphones and tripods or complete the mini-tasks. I wondered if students would have 

focused more on the technical skills involved with filmmaking if they were looking through the 

viewfinder of a professional camera that offers an eye that looks out on the world without a 

‘selfie’ option. This might not be as important a consideration or perhaps not even a factor in 

working with a different group of students: tablets, for example, could be ideal for introducing 

grades 3-5 students to video production. The assumption here would be that tablets’ ease of use 

would allow curriculum to focus more on multimodal expression and experimentation rather than 

technical skill at this grade level. In describing the participation gap, Jenkins et al. (2009) noted 

how middle-class children often seem ‘naturally’ superior in their use of technology as a result of 
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access to it at home as well as support from family members or peers in using it. Permitting The 

Athena School grade eight students to complete their filming outside of class time did not allow 

me to be privy to the level of access or support they received. Regardless, my experiences with 

this group of students mirror Jenkins and his team’s observation: there were numerous moments 

during my sessions where there was mention of chatting about ideas or troubleshooting with their 

parents or accessing an older siblings’ iPad. I also observed that while this particular group of 

students cited a wide range of television content as their favourite programs, they also appeared  

to be heavily interested in making and watching blooper videos. My media production 

experience tells me that comedy is a favourite genre of many teens but I noticed that these 

students would laugh simply at seeing themselves on camera and not necessarily because the 

content was comedic in the mainstream sense of the genre. Their laughter might not have been 

intended to demonstrate humour but rather to indicate their joy at seeing their own images or at 

seeing themselves act in unpredictable, uncensored, and silly ways (contrary to the way girls 

their age are portrayed in mass media programming). Perhaps, aligning with the participation 

gap, their interest in bloopers might have represented a way of demonstrating their considerable 

access to and confidence with technology: many of these students indicated to me that they often 

film themselves on their smartphones or tablets for fun or to participate in video apps and games. 

While I do not have a strong theory to explain their fascination with bloopers, it alerted me to the 

value of considering the idiosyncracies of a given group of students when designing video-

making assignments or media education curriculum. In this specific case, I might have 

reconfigured my curriculum to specifically tap into the students’ interest in comedy or I might 

have opted to steer this group towards a different experience to challenge them with dramatic 

storytelling tasks.  During the final video screenings and discussion, it was apparent that many of 

the grade 6 students were already creating or contributing content to YouTube channels. In the 
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specific case of The Athena School, and the socioeconomic status of its students, it occurred to 

me at the end of the project that the grade sixes would have been an ideal group with whom to 

conduct this research: many showed great enthusiasm in the craft of video making without the 

sense of overconfidence often mixed with indifference exhibited by their older peers.  

These observations also reveal some of the current challenges educators face in teaching 

media production and suggest the impracticality of a ‘one-size-fits-all’ curriculum design for  

each grade level. They additionally suggest that curriculum design based on grade levels will not 

account for students from various socioeconomic backgrounds having different relationships to 

media as well as access to the tools and support of their use. Finally, they suggest the value of 

teachers having ongoing support or customization by a media professional in their 

implementation of media education in the classroom. 

 

A Media Producer Facilitating Curriculum  
 
In overall consideration of participatory culture, I also endeavoured to approach a 

‘pedagogy of collegiality’ that describes the successful collaboration between adults and youth in 

youth media production (Chavez & Soep, 2005). While I was mindful of trying not to 

romanticize the notion of voice and celebrating media production as an emancipatory experience, 

I struggled with reigning in my passion for the art of media storytelling throughout the sessions. 

It also did seem like some students were caught up in trying to label me, to understand the work I 

had done, and understand what my various jobs entailed; I underestimated how important this 

would be to the group. I have no problem talking about my past work but I also came to realize 

that I had not thought through how to best summarize or explain themes in my jobs, particularly 

as they all have been quite varied in terms of roles, teams, and content. I might have considered 

spending some time walking through that on the first day but I prioritized getting to know the 
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students better in our limited time together. My decision to screen a sampling of my media work 

early on appeared to be useful: students indicated to me that I was a strong supporter of women 

because my footage featured a variety of interesting female characters.  

As the sessions were taking place during class time, it often felt as though I was assuming 

the role of a substitute teacher. I also collaborated on an assessment rubric with the teachers for  

the final video project, further placing myself in a position of authority to the students. While I 

did encourage the students to ask questions or ask for help, I got the sense that they became more 

interested in showing me that they were self-sufficient. I also found myself struggling with when 

to intervene and when to let them learn on their own. The school’s imposed scheduling 

restrictions, including working within classroom hours and in the students’ regular classroom, 

further limited my ability to work with the students in an intensive-type format which I believe 

would have allowed us to develop a better rapport. As a result of the sessions being spread out, I 

often had to communicate through their teachers which also took away from the collaborative 

space I had initially hoped to create. It is also worth noting that the students were reminded 

several times of their ability to ‘opt out’ of the research but they may have felt inclined to 

participate as this project was built into their media studies and English curriculum. I suspect this 

age group in particular would have afforded me more insight had we been able to work without 

being observed by their teachers. Based on my general success gaining child participants’ trust 

during filming, I may have overestimated my ability to foster an open and comfortable 

environment with this group of students.  

Further, I feel as though I was unsuccessful in supporting both groups equally with their 

final video projects, in large part because both groups were never at the same stage during the 

latter half of the classroom sessions. The plan for session five was to go through the basics of 

video editing. Team Bake A Cake had completed their filming but Team Fire Report had 
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managed to secure permission to film at the fire hall during our classroom time. I was therefore 

unable to deliver my curriculum as planned and instead, discussed Team Bake A Cake’s filming 

experience and offered some advice. In hindsight, I should have found a way to carve out a 

similar amount of time to discuss Team Fire’s post-filming thoughts. In the final interviews, 

several students indicated that, in retrospect, they would have liked to have me present during 

filming and editing to support them. This suggests that students recognized their overconfidence 

in their abilities and also that had we had a longer frame of time together, they may have 

welcomed my more direct support and participation in their work.  

Finally, in producing an ambitious curriculum plan, I did not factor in my own lack of 

experience instructing in such a capacity. As such, I found that there was never enough time in 

each session to cover updates on the status of the major projects, as well as to learn some new 

concepts or have a discussion, complete a mini-task, and take up the mini-tasks. Being a sole 

facilitator even with a small group of only eight students was not ideal; it made it challenging for 

me to support and observe groups in a balanced manner. Working with iPads and some iPad-

specific video equipment created an additional obstacle for me, as I was accustomed to working 

with professional grade equipment. Somewhat ironically, I spent a substantial amount of time 

prior to beginning the sessions familiarizing myself with new accessories and accessing tutorials 

about smartphone and tablet video production workflows and techniques; I also wanted to better 

understand the capabilities and limitations of the tablets I’d be working with in order to 

demonstrate both a level of confidence and competence going into the sessions and to foster a 

collaborative environment. Overall, my learning curve was high and, while I felt as though I 

struggled more than I thrived in the classroom, the experience has inspired me to explore future 

research as a classroom media education facilitator. 
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A Case Study Meets PAR Approach to Classroom Research  

I had initially anticipated being able to straddle the roles of facilitator and researcher in 

the classroom and quickly realized how unrealistic this was, particularly given the number of  

students and my need to support them with equipment use.  After each class session, I did take 

time to reflect on the experience through short write ups; these are included in the website under 

the ‘My Project Journal’ headings on each of the Session Plan pages.  Having the fieldwork 

support of two Master’s students in my cohort and one undergraduate media production student 

turned out to be invaluable. I had underestimated how consuming the role of instructor would be, 

particularly given it was the first time I was instructing in this way. The video footage was 

particularly valuable as it allowed me to review it after the sessions were complete and to adopt 

more of a researcher role to reflect on the overall experience.  

My attempts to apply elements of participatory action research through the video diaries 

weren’t altogether successful. They reflected the idealized notion I had of giving students a voice 

in my study. I noticed early on that many of the students were not completing the video diaries in 

relation to my instructions. Several students were very brief in reciting what they had done in the 

session and a general comment about their level of enjoyment. One student was incredibly 

detailed at describing what happened in the sessions but didn’t seem comfortable offering further 

personal insight. Only one student took the time to reflect and share some insight into her own 

interest or disinterest in the material. Interestingly, although I asked that the students record these 

in private, only one of them did as instructed; this was the student whose diaries demonstrated 

some introspection (a sample is available on the Session 3 page of the website). This was a 

particularly troubling development for me as I could not understand if it reflected their distrust of 

me or some other reason, considering their comfort in performing on camera and turning the lens 

on themselves in other contexts. In the final interviews, I asked several students about this and 
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they indicated that they would have preferred to have me interview them in order to provide me 

with “what I wanted.” Future iterations of this type of study would have to reconsider the use of  

video diaries and whether there is a better way to demonstrate their value and ensure students 

will produce them. I also asked students to complete a preliminary written questionnaire. It was 

my intention to factor their replies into how I approached my curriculum. Unfortunately, I waited 

too long to distribute the questionnaires and we were well into our third session before I was able 

to obtain all of the completed documents. From a participatory action research standpoint, these 

questionnaires were useful to include in the supporting website in that they offered more insight 

into the lives and perspectives of this group of students (a sample of a student’s completed 

questionnaire is available in the Student Content section of Session 1 on the website). At the end 

of the curriculum unit, I conducted one-on-one semi-structured interviews with the students to 

discuss their experiences with the project. Their responses were useful in my creation of a short 

video that chronicled one group’s experience producing their final video project (accessible 

through the home/main page of the website.  

My original intention was to have the students complete their final video projects during 

class time, in part so that I would be present to observe and assist. I quickly discovered that it 

was impossible to build this into the existing sessions with the amount of content I felt was 

important to cover. Additionally, the students’ final video project ideas did not take place in a 

school setting. Therefore, I requested that the students record some ‘behind-the-scenes’ footage 

while they were working on their final projects. While the majority of footage they recorded was 

not as useful to me from an observational research standpoint, it ultimately motivated me to 

create a short summary video that blended researcher footage with participant footage and 

perspectives, perhaps more closely approaching PAR than other portions of the creative project. 
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Mary Celeste Kearney, who has researched girl-centric media production projects, noted the 

challenges of trying to speak on behalf of research subjects; she suggested one way to mitigate  

this was to not speak ‘for’ but ‘near by’ youth participants, inspired by the work of filmmaker 

and scholar Trinh T. Minh (2005). The video I produced reflected my attempt to speak near by 

the participants. I ultimately found that unless research is entirely driven by children, levelling 

the playing field is not entirely possible. 

Finally, my decision to design a supporting website was borne out of beginning to draft 

this paper. The site is a chronicle of my ‘media education curriculum piloting’ journey that also 

complements my desire to bring students’ voices into the research: it presents planning materials 

and samples of collected data such as students’ video diaries, my reflections, and students’ mini 

video assignments, as well as their final video projects. In reflecting on how to qualify the ability 

of video-making group projects to support new literacies development, I decided to produce a 

short video. This video summarizes Team Bake A Cake’s experience creating their final project 

and is comprised of a mix of content: researcher-recorded video footage, student-recorded 

‘behind-the-scenes’ footage, students’ video diaries and my final interviews with the students. It 

is my hope that this video highlights the considerable— and customizable— potential of non-

fiction video production in the classroom. Further, while beyond the scope of this project, the site 

could be further developed as an advocacy tool to promote the value of non-fiction video 

production in the classroom and to support teachers in their curriculum planning.  
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Conclusion: The Future of Media Content and Media Education in a Participatory Culture 

This research represented a unique and valuable opportunity for me through which to 

consider how students are thinking about media and using video content and technology in a 

participatory culture. Inspired by Jenkins et al.’s white paper, this research aimed to contribute to 

the limited but growing scholarship on children’s media-making both inside and outside of the  

classroom. While the student sample represented a very specific demographic that does not 

represent the socioeconomic diversity of Toronto, it is my hope that this research offers points 

for comparison with other studies involving different youth communities.  

This project focused more specifically on exploring the complexities of media education 

design in a digital age. I maintain my position that incorporating media ‘practice’ or creation into 

media literacy curriculum presents valuable learning experiences for students, particularly in 

preparing them for participation in a networked culture. From this limited study, I would like to 

provide points for future consideration in media education research as well as curriculum design: 

1) while mainstream mass media production processes and practices can be scaled down and 

translated into classroom exercises, this approach may not fully consider nor most effectively 

support current and future generation of youth; 2) media production curriculum design should be 

an organic and evolving process to account for different groups’ experiences, access to 

technology, and skill levels; and 3) curriculum should extend beyond the brief unit model to 

offer the full value of media production activities, including ample time for students to play and 

experiment with equipment. I also believe there is value in engaging media producers or 

fostering ongoing collaboration between educators and media professionals in curriculum design. 

This is particularly relevant as educators explore more seamless integration of media content and 

technology across curriculum versus solely as media arts or literacy specific curriculum. This 

aligns with Jenkins et al.’s case for updating media education as well as the New London 
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Group’s position that pedagogy should approach an epistemology of pluralism “that provides 

access without people having to erase or leave behind different subjectivities” (1996, p.72). It 

further supports approaching literacy education as being able to “sift through a range of different 

possible modes of expression and determine which is most effective in reaching their audience  

and communicating their message, and to grasp which techniques work best in conveying 

information through this channel” (Kress as cited in Jenkins, 2010, p. 47). 

While this research specifically explored video production as a pedagogical tool in a 

networked era, I believe that this type of scholarship is useful beyond an educational context; it 

emphasizes the need for interdisciplinary scholarship and practice to support youth participation 

in a digital age that “cuts across educational practices, creative processes, community life, and 

democratic citizenship” (Jenkins et al., 2009, p. 8). It also suggests the need to experiment in the 

media industry or from a media studies approach. Within the field of media studies, scholars 

refer to a concept of ‘participatory media’ (Rheinghold as cited in Delwiche & Henderson, 2012) 

or a ‘co-creative media’ whereby professional facilitate media production around specific desired 

outcomes (Spurgeon et al., 2009). Co-creative media in particular offers a format for critiquing 

mass media representation, supporting critical pedagogy, encouraging the development of strong 

media storytelling techniques in self-representational media practices, and promoting personal 

storytelling for social change, knowledge, and humanistic endeavour (Spurgeon, 2015). 

Similarly, Delwiche and Henderson describe participatory culture as a coexistence and 

negotiation between the knowledge space and the commodity space, creating hybrid media 

creator-consumers working alongside traditional media producers (Delwiche & Henderson, 

2012, p.7). Acknowledging the increasingly complex relationship between “top-town corporate 

media and bottom-up participatory culture” (Jenkins, 2006, p. 243), the non-fiction or 

informational media genre represents an ideal frame through which to explore learning about and 



 

 
 

48 

making media. It is my ongoing desire to promote interdisciplinary research-as-practice 

involving child participants and fostering increased collaboration between media producers and 

educators both inside and outside of the classroom and in hybrid spaces in between. I anticipate  

that these types of projects have great potential to shape future directions in participatory, 

alternative, or co-creative media that supports children’s diverse voices and perspectives in a 

digital age.  
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Appendix A 

 
Website Information 

Address: https://betweenproductions.wixsite.com/comcult 

Password: tterz 
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Appendix B 

Website Screenshots 

Home Page 
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Full Curriculum Page and Documents List 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
Individual Session Page 
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