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Introduction
This brochure serves as a preparation for participation in Training Course 
Seeing Through Shadows - Fostering Critical Approach to Media Content 
in Zadar, April 2018. It contains a short introduction into concepts of 
media literacy and critical thinking to enable participants to follow the 
programme more easily.

About the project
TC Seeing Through Shadows - Fostering Critical Approach to Media Content  
is designed to bring together youth workers from 10 European countries 
in order to mutually develop competences connected with media literacy 
and critical thinking. With this project we want to educate youth workers 
and enable transfer of skills in the field of media literacy. The main objective 
of this TC is to equip youth workers with knowledge, skills and methods 
needed for promoting media literacy and critical thinking in their daily 
work with young people. Specific objectives include developing critical 
thinking skills to understand how media messages shape our culture 
and society and to recognize bias, spin and misinformation. Also, it is 
crucial to foster understanding of the consequences that media have on 
the formation of stereotypes and prejudices, racism and intolerance, to 
encourage and empower youth workers to access, analyze and evaluate 
media messages by using digital tools. During the TC, youth workers 
will learn to create and distribute their own media messages in a skillful 
manner through experiential learning by using free digital platforms.

About Erasmus+ programme and Youthpass
Erasmus+ is the EU Programme in the fields of education, training, youth 
and sport for the period 2014-2020. Education, training, youth and sport 
can make a major contribution to help tackle socio-economic changes, 
the key challenges that Europe will be facing until the end of the decade 
and to support the implementation of the European policy agenda for 
growth, jobs, equity and social inclusion.

Europe needs more cohesive and inclusive societies which allow citizens 
to play an active role in democratic life. Education, training, youth 
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work and sport are key to promote common European values, foster 
social integration, enhance intercultural understanding and a sense 
of belonging to a community, and to prevent violent radicalisation. 
Erasmus+ is an effective instrument to promote the inclusion of people 
with disadvantaged backgrounds, including newly arrived migrants.

The Erasmus+ Programme is designed to support Programme Countries’ 
efforts to efficiently use the potential of Europe’s talent and social assets 
in a lifelong learning perspective, linking support to formal, non-formal 
and informal learning throughout the education, training and youth fields. 
The Programme also enhances the opportunities for cooperation and 
mobility with Partner Countries, notably in the fields of higher education 
and youth.

Source: Erasmus+ Programme Guide 2018, page 5

Youthpass is a way for participants in the Erasmus+ Programme to 
describe what they have done and to show what they have learnt. 
Firmly based on principles of non-formal education and learning, it 
is a tool and document which puts the Key competences for Lifelong 
Learning into practice.

More about Youthpass: 
www.youthpass.eu/
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Media literacy is the ability to interpret and create 
personal meaning from verbal and visual symbols 

used by media such as TV, radio, Internet, newspapers 
and magazines, as well as advertising. It’s the ability to 

choose and select, the ability to challenge and question 
the information we receive, the ability to be conscious about what’s 
going on. To become media literate is not to memorize facts or statistics 
about the media, but rather to raise the right questions about the content 
we consume. Critical media literacy means not only to learn from media, 
to resist media manipulation, to use media in constructively, but also 
to develop skills that will help create good citizens and that will make 
individuals more motivated and competent participants in social life.

The (American) National Association for Media Literacy Education 
(NAMLE) defines media literacy as “the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, 
and communicate information in a variety of forms—is interdisciplinary 
by nature. Media literacy represents a necessary, inevitable, and realistic 
response to the complex, ever-changing electronic environment and 
communication cornucopia that surround us.” The association argues 
that in order to become prosperous citizens, “individuals need to 
develop expertise with the increasingly sophisticated information and 
entertainment media that address us on a multisensory level, affecting 
the way we think, feel, and behave” (National Association for Media 
Literacy Education, 2007).

Another definition of media literacy reads as follows: Media literacy is a 
twenty-first century approach to education which provides a framework 
to “access, analyze, evaluate, and create messages in a variety of forms—
from print to video to the internet. Media literacy builds an understanding 
of the role of media in society, as well as essential skills to inquiry and 
self-expression necessary for citizens of a democracy” (Center for Media 
Literacy, 2011).

The term media and information literacy (MIL) is also used to define a 
capacity to exert critical thinking as to the productions, representations, 
languages (visuals, texts, sounds), audiences and communities 
characteristic of mainstream and social media.

Media Literacy
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Media has a major influence in shaping our culture 
and society. A smartphone video or a meme can 

reach a global audience of millions in just a few hours. 
Just think of social media such as Facebook and how it 

changed the very nature of our social life and interpersonal 
communication. We are becoming a visual society, with photos and videos 
gaining an upper hand over verbal communication. Another indicator of 
media’s power is their potential to propel social and political change, 
famous example being the Arab Spring where social media acted as a 
catalyst for revolution. Apart from activists, social media are also used 
by the governments to create alternative narratives to legitimize their 
power, democratic or undemocratic.

There is expanding recognition that media representations help construct 
our images and understanding of the world and that education must meet 
the dual challenges of teaching media literacy in a multicultural society 
and sensitising students and the public to the inequities and injustices of 
a society based on gender, race, and class inequalities and discrimination. 
Recent critical studies see the role of mainstream media in exacerbating or 
diminishing these inequalities and the ways that media education and the 
production of alternative media can help create a healthy multiculturalism 
of diversity and more robust democracy. (Douglas Kellner and Jeff Share, 
Toward Critical Media Literacy: Core concepts, debates, organizations, 
and policy, Discourse: studies in the cultural politics of education, Vol. 26, 
No. 3, September 2005)

Fake news (also called “disinformation) is one of the most pressing issues 
in the context of contemporary media. In January 2018, the European 
Commission set up a high-level group of experts («the HLEG») to advise 
on policy initiatives to counter fake news and disinformation spread 
online. The HLEG points out that disinformation problems can be handled 
most effectively, and in manner that is fully compliant with freedom 
of expression, free press and pluralism, only if all major stakeholders 
collaborate. Any form of censorship either public or private should clearly 
be avoided. Fragmentation of the Internet, or any harmful consequences 
for its technical functioning should also be avoided. 

Media, culture and society
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The multi-dimensional approach recommended by the HLEG is based on 
a number of interconnected and mutually reinforcing responses. These 
responses rest on five pillars designed to:

1. enhance transparency of online news, involving an adequate and 
privacy-compliant sharing of data about the systems that enable their 
circulation online;

2. promote media and information literacy to counter disinformation 
and help users navigate the digital media environment;

3. develop tools for empowering users and journalists to tackle 
disinformation and foster a positive engagement with fast-evolving 
information technologies;

4. safeguard the diversity and sustainability of the European news media 
ecosystem, and

5. promote continued research on the impact of disinformation in Europe 
to evaluate the measures taken by different actors and constantly adjust 
the necessary responses.

5



 
The notion of critical thinking is earliest to be found 
in philosophy of ancient Greece, namely in the 

teachings of Socrates as written down by his student 
Plato. Socrates used to reflectively question common 

beliefs and explanations, carefully distinguishing beliefs 
that are reasonable and logical from those that lack adequate 

evidence or rational foundation to warrant belief. He did this through 
dialogue with the people of Athens, firstly asking questions and analyzing 
ideas in light of evidence or, most commonly, absence of evidence. Then, 
in the second step of his method, he would bring his interlocutor to a 
new, more truthful understanding.

Today, critical thinking is understood as:

“The process of actively and skillfully conceptualizing, applying, 
analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating information to reach an answer or 
conclusion” (dictionary.com)

or

“Reasonable reflective th inking that is  fo cused on  de ciding what to 
believe or do.”
(Ennis, R., A taxonomy of critical thinking dispositions and abilities. In: 
Baron and Sternberg (Eds.) Teaching thinking skills: Theory and practice. 
NY: W.H. Freeman, pp. 9-26.)

The skill of critical thinking comes down to forming your own opinion 
from a variety of different sources and it involves:

• understanding logical connections between ideas
• identifying, constructing and evaluating arguments
• detecting inconsistencies and common mistakes in reasoning
• solving problems systematically
• identifying the relevance and importance of ideas
• reflecting on the justification of one’s own beliefs and values

Critical Thinking 
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For youth it is not enough to merely understand 
media, they need to be empowered to critically 

question meanings, engage with the problems of 
misrepresentations and underrepresentations, and to produce 

their own alternative media. Addressing issues of inequality and injustice 
in media representations can be a powerful starting place fostering 
social change. Younger generations, being raised in an increasingly online 
world (so called “digital natives”), often fail to consciously evaluate the 
significance of the media they use on daily basis. As well, beyond mere 
conscious content creators or consumers, young people can make use of 
media literacy in order for them to understand what their role in shaping 
the Internet could be.

Poor media literacy also helps to erode trust in social institutions and 
system of democracy. Digitalisation and the explosive use of smartphones 
are creating a scattered media landscape where rumours, citizen journalism 
and traditional news coverage, conspiracy theories and propaganda, 
hype and opinions are nicely lined up in the smartphones of youth who 
are always eager to share and feed their peers with the messages that 
resonate with them. This content is leveraged through algorithms from 
social media companies, suppressing content diversity and thereby 
generating echo chambers. If we wish to help youth to become critical 
and constructive citizens, we must let young people contribute their own 
knowledge by involving them in the development of answers. If we don’t, 
there is a risk that young people will conclude that all news is fake, and 
therefore unreliable. (RAN, Dealing with fake news, conspiracy theories and 
propaganda in the classroom, 29-30 November 2017).

Youth workers are key drivers of change and they should be able to 
support youth in developing their critical thinking and creative thinking 
skills. Non-formal education plays a key role in approaching media 
literacy. For example, art can be a powerful tool to raise awareness of 
youth on the importance of media literacy. One has to think critically 
as well as creatively at the same time. Being media literate does not 
just mean to be able to analyse media messages and to recognize spin, 

Critical Thinking and Media 
Literacy in Youth Work

7



misinformation and such, but, as well, to create media content. Diverse 
cultural backgrounds make youth work a challenge. Therefore, youth 
workers have to be ready to respond to those differences by developing 
a variety of methods, always having in mind, youth development should 
be in the centre of their work.

Digital youth work  - the area of youth work that uses digital media and 
new technology to enhance outcome focussed youth development - is 
another great method of fostering media literacy and critical thinking. 
Digital youth work can be used as a tool for youth development, facilitated 
by a physical space or an online environment. It can include, for example, 
filmmaking, music production, animation, photography, graphic design, 
social media campaigning, online gaming, programming, robotics and 
much more.

Additional sources:

Critical thinking web, philosophy.hku.hk/think/
Foundation for Critical Thinking, www.criticalthinking.org
A multi-dimensional approach to disinformation, Report of the 
independent High level Group on fake news and online disinformation, 
ec.europa.eu/newsroom/dae/document.cfm?doc_id=50271
Belciu. F., Youth and media literacy: EU – US lessons and practice, 
www.diplomacy.edu/blog/youth-and-media-literacy-eu-–-us-lessons-
and-practices

8

http://philosophy.hku.hk/think/
http://www.criticalthinking.org
http://ec.europa.eu/newsroom/dae/document.cfm?doc_id=50271
http://www.diplomacy.edu/blog/youth-and-media-literacy-eu-–-us-lessons-and-practices
http://www.diplomacy.edu/blog/youth-and-media-literacy-eu-–-us-lessons-and-practices


This publication reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission 
cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the 
information contained therein.


