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Abstract
This article discusses three issues related to the reliability and usefulness of media 
literacy evaluation, based on our experience of a two-year longitudinal assessment of the 
competences of students enrolled in a new master’s degree in Media Literacy Education, in 
a French-speaking Belgian college. The three issues we discuss are:
1.	 If competent individuals are able to face a variety of novel in-context problems, 

how can their competences be evaluated from their performance on a limited set of 
controlled tasks?

2.	 In longitudinal within-subject comparisons, how can one strike a balance between 
modifying the tasks between tests to avoid practice effects, and maintaining the 
comparability of results?

3.	 How can one facilitate the appropriation of the assessment results by the community 
of the curriculum’s teachers? 
The article will discuss the respective merits of the answers to these three questions 
formulated as a part of our own project and of other notable media literacy 
assessment studies.

The article will discuss the respective merits of the answers to these three questions 
formulated as a part of our own project and of other notable media literacy assessment 
studies.

Introduction
Historically, media education first emerged, some forty years ago, as a domain of 
pedagogical activity, as pioneer educators envisioned the need for youngsters to develop 
critical thinking abilities towards mass media. Led by their intuitions, these educators 
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invented a broad cluster of educational activities that combined the appropriation of 
concepts borrowed from semiotic, literacy and narrative theories with the production of 
media such as school newspapers. They evaluated these activities by observing the degree 
to which youngsters engaged in them and committed to them.

As media education slowly grew into an array of public and private (mostly associative) 
institutions, its nascent pedagogical approaches and core themes were articulated around 
the overall ambition of enabling everyone to appropriate all contemporary media both 
critically and creatively (Jolls & Wilson, 2014). On the one hand, the goal was set to support 
media users in distancing themselves from their ordinary media experience to reflect on 
the role and place of media in their lives and in society (Masterman, 1985). On the other 
hand, the objective was to enable people to appropriate the languages, technologies and 
social implications of media as media producers. In doing so, media education aimed at 
preparing individuals to be active, autonomous, critical and responsible citizens, able to 
use media to contribute to the development of a democratic society (Kellner & Share, 2007; 
Mihailidis & Tevenin, 2013). 

As media education gradually became institutionalized as a public educational 
project in different countries, the necessity to convert this grand vision of an active and 
reflective, media-savvy citizen into measurable indicators appeared more and more clearly 
to decision makers as well as to educators, for several reasons. First and foremost, the 
development of the media literacy of individuals gradually became a desirable societal 
goal, as it is now seen as a key condition of the citizens’ social participation. As the political 
world embraced this notion as a project, it created the need for means of reporting on 
the levels of media literacy of different social groups (from entire national populations 
to specific categories of individuals). Furthermore, the increasing integration of media 
education, initially developed by educators, into formal education curricula called for 
the development of competence frameworks that set standards for the evaluation of the 
efficiency of media education in developing the students’ media literacy. For example, 
in Finland, both the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (2004) and the 
National Core Curriculum for Upper Secondary Schools (2003) include a media skills 
and communication and a communication and media competence section (respectively) 
that are based on the general Aspen definition of media literacy, which included four 
components: access, analyze, evaluate, and produce (Tyner, 1998: 120). In 2006, the French 
Ministry of Education (2013) launched a certificate called ‘B2i’ for Brevet Informatique 
et Internet. This certificate is comparable with the European Computer Driver’s Licence. 
The B2i has two levels, the first at the end of the primary school and the second at the 
end of middle school. It covers a range of practical competences based on the capacity 
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of the student to operate computers and the Internet in a way that preserves the quality 
of information, the rights of the authors and the user’s privacy. In 2013, the Conseil 
supérieur de l’éducation aux médias of the French-speaking community of Belgium 
adopted a general framework for media education in French-speaking Belgium (CSEM, 
2013), distinguishing between four media competences (reading, writing, navigating, 
organizing) on media considered as informational, technical and social objects. The 
Dutch competencies model, adopted in 2013, consists of four groups of competencies, 
centered on four specific media user positions: passive (competence to understand), active 
(competence to make use), interactive (competence to exchange with other users) and 
effective (competence to act with media).

The many uses of media literacy assessment
One common point of the frameworks presented above (and many others) is that they rely 
on a definition of media literacy in terms of competences, either explicitly or implicitly. 
Although the definition of the concept of competence may be subject to discussion, the 
following traits can be outlined. An individual is deemed competent when he or she is 
able to intentionally take relevant action in the face of the unexpected. One may speak of 
competence when individuals put their knowledge and skills to relevant use in order to 
adapt to novel situations in original and non-stereotypical ways (Scallon, 2004: 11; Rey et 
al., 2012: 13). Hence, being competent implies the efficient articulation of different internal 
and external resources within a family of situations that share some degree of similarity 
(Tardif, 2006: 15). Competences are distinct from skills, which are acquired through simple 
and repetitive practice that allows an individual to learn to reproduce a given behavior 
in a constant, invariable way (e.g. the ability to use a computer mouse, or to launch a web 
browser). In contrast, competences are related to the management of novel situations, and 
include a metacognitive dimension (Kruger and Dunning 1999; Westera 2001): competent 
individuals are able to monitor their own judgment, knowledge or actions, and evaluate 
their accuracy and relevance. In the context of media education, Piette (2000) argued that 
critical thinking appeared to be tightly linked to the consciousness one has of the process 
that undermines the exercise of their own thought (or that of others), thereby making 
metacognitive skills the keystone of the educational project of media education (i.e. to 
foster the autonomous critical thought of the pupils).

As for the evaluation of any kind of competence, assessing media literacy is a difficult 
endeavor that poses several methodological challenges. This article discusses three issues 
related to the reliability and usefulness of media literacy assessments. This discussion is 
grounded in our experience of a two-year longitudinal assessment of the competences 
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of students enrolled in a new master’s degree in Media Literacy Education, in a French-
speaking Belgian college. For each issue, we will discuss the respective merits of the 
solutions designed as a part of our own project and of other notable media literacy 
assessment studies.

As these solutions partly depend on the intended use of the assessment, it may be 
worth clarifying our own position within the array of such intended uses, which we will 
sort into three categories. A first category consists in experimental studies that seek to 
validate media literacy assessment instruments that were designed as part of the study 
(e.g. Arke & Primack, 2009) by using them in a pilot study, to establish their validity before 
using them in subsequent evaluations. A second category uses assessment instruments 
to report on the media literacy levels of a given group or population (e.g. EAVI 2009, 
Danish Technological Institute 2011, or in the context of digital skills: van Deursen et al. 
2014; van Deursen & van Dijk 2010), and sometimes to correlate these levels with other 
descriptive variables (e.g. van Deursen, Courtois & van Dijk 2014; see Litt 2013 for a review 
on this topic). A third category uses media literacy assessment to evaluate the effects of a 
given media education program on the competences of the students who followed it. In 
most cases, the program under scrutiny is taken as a token for a type of media education 
pedagogy, and the results of the evaluation are interpreted as evidence of the efficiency of 
this specific type of media education (e.g. Hobbs & Frost, 2003, Quin & McMahon 1993). 
Albeit belonging to the third category, the two-year assessment we are reporting on had a 
slightly different focus. As part of a larger project that aimed at monitoring and evaluating 
the whole process of implementation of the Master’s Degree in Media Literacy Education, 
the assessment of its students’ competences was used as a means of informing the 
optimization of the curriculum.  

Figure 1: The integration of Media Literacy assessment into Media Education pedagogy
The role of the assessment in this process is depicted in Figure 1: the curriculum (or 
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training program) was based on a framework defining the ideal competences that students 
graduating from the Master’s Degree should master. The assessment of the students’ 
competences was designed to expose the difference between these ideal competences and 
the actual levels of competence of the students, leading to the identification of under-
developed competences, and to the revision of the curriculum. The three issues we will be 
discussing in the remainder of this paper pertain to the assessment process itself (issues 
#1 and 2) and to the use of its results to revise the training program. These three issues we 
discuss are:
1.	 If competent individuals are able to face a variety of novel in-context problems, 

how can their competences be evaluated from their performance on a limited set of 
controlled tasks?

2.	 In longitudinal within-subject comparisons, how can one strike a balance between 
modifying the tasks between tests to avoid practice effects, and maintaining the 
comparability of results?

3.	 How can one facilitate the appropriation of the assessment results by the community 
of the curriculum’s teachers?

The remainder of this article will first offer a description of the method we used in this 
two-year longitudinal assessment. Next, we will discuss the three issues presented above. 
Finally, we will propose some perspectives on future media literacy assessments as a short 
conclusion. 

Context: a two-year longitudinal assessment of the competences of students in 
Media Literacy Education
Over the course of two academic years, we undertook a longitudinal assessment of the 
competences of the two first cohorts of students enrolled in a Master’s program in Media 
Literacy Education. The assessment was independent from the evaluations included in 
the Master’s program (i.e. exams, projects and homeworks that were part of its courses 
and seminars). It encompassed both their media literacy and their media education 
competences. Figure 2 summarizes the timeline for the assessment.

The first cohort (N = 13) of students participated in the entire evaluation. They were 
tested three times: at the onset of their curriculum, after a year of training, and during 
the finals of their second year. The second cohort (N = 18) was tested two times. Each test 
lasted approximately two hours, and was screen-captured on a computer, using Techsmith 
Morae.

The assessment included five tasks, connected by a common scenario: (1) one media 
education task: planning a media education class activity; and four media literacy tasks: (2) 
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Figure 2: Timeline of the assessment 

a navigation task: searching and selecting media documents from a database and from 
internet in preparation of the class activity ; (3) an organization task: categorizing and 
organizing the selected media documents; (4) a reading task: reading and comparing two 
media documents; and (5) a writing task: designing a new media document in the context 
of extending the class activity they designed. 

The four media literacy tasks are based on a matrix model of media literacy, defined 
as a set of competences (Fastrez 2010). In this model, media literacy is defined as the 
competences required to perform four types of media tasks (reading, writing, navigating 
and organizing the media) on media taken from three different perspectives (media as 
informational, technical and social objects). Table 1 presents the twelve dimensions of 
media literacy defined by this matrix.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 1: A matrix definition of media literacy
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For the longitudinal assessment, each of the five tasks was evaluated on several 
dimensions, detailed in Table 2. 

Table 2: Dimensions of the assessment 

Each of these dimensions was rated in on three-point scale (see Table 3):

Table 3: Rating scale for the dimensions of the assessment 

The final results of this study showed that students generally presented a higher level 
of competence in media education and in medial literacy by the end of their curriculum. 
However, they did not appear to make substantial progress in two specific dimensions. 
First, they struggled to consider the technical and financial implications of the media 
education activities they planned and of the media they analyzed and produced as part of 
the tests. Second, they had trouble identifying the potential audiences of these media, as 
well as their potential effects on their audiences. 
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As the results of this two-year assessment were and will be published in separate 
papers (see e.g. Tilleul, Fastrez and De Smedt, 2015), they will not be detailed any further 
here. We now turn to the discussion of the first methodological issue related to the process 
of assessing media literacy.

Competence: documenting the unobservable
Media literacy is a very broad theoretical construct that spans multiple domains of 
experience with media and technology. Although it is appealing to consider it as a whole 
and examine how different dimensions of this construct may be related (e.g. production 
and evaluation abilities, informational and social abilities), it poses a serious challenge 
on the overall assessment of this construct. Defined as an extended set of competences 
(cf. supra), media literacy has a transversal character that is difficult to document either 
through the general survey questions or through the specific, limited tasks used in 
assessment instruments.

A competence, by nature, cannot be observed directly. It is a permanent, invisible 
potentiality of the individual, so that a competent person stays competent even when they 
are inactive (Scallon, 2004: 105). By contrast, performances are situated actions that are 
the concrete manifestation of competences, which makes them the most direct source 
of data from which competences can be inferred. When the observation of performance 
is not possible, an alternative consists in relying on the individual’s discourse on their 
level of competence. Performance observation and discourse solicitation correspond to 
two different approaches towards the assessment of the media literacy levels of a given 
population or sample: tests presenting subjects with media-related tasks, and survey 
questionnaires including self-assessment questions. Both methods are limited in the way 
they can account for the transversality and versatility of media literacy, defined as a set of 
competences. We will now briefly review the respective limits of these two approaches, 
starting with proxy survey measures (i.e. self-reported measures), and following with 
performance-in-task measures.
1.	 Declarative assessment: level of generality of statements vs. validity of indicators 

Self-reported measures are widely used in media literacy or digital literacy 
assessment surveys (e.g. Brandtweiner et al. 2010; Hargittai 2005, 2008; Hargittai & 
Walejko 2008; Literat 2014; Phang & Schaefer 2009; van Deursen, Helsper, Enyon 
2014). They typically require respondents to mark their degree of agreement with 
statements pertaining to their media-related knowledge (I know what x is), skills (I 
am able to do x), attitudes (I feel like x), and practices (I do x frequently). 
For example, in order to establish the validity of survey measures of internet skills, 
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Hargittai (2005, 2008) asked internet users (1) to state whether they knew how to 
perform different internet-related tasks, (2) to rate their own familiarity with internet-
related terms, and (4) to give an overall rating of their internet skills. As part of a 
larger survey on digital skills, van Deursen, Helsper, Enyon (2014) asked respondents 
to rate the degree to which different statements related to these skills were accurate 
when thinking about they used the internet. In their assessment of the media literacy 
of Singaporean students, Phang and Schaefer (2009) asked respondents to report 
on their awareness of and/or command of the skills required to evaluate and create 
video content. 
Self-assessment surveys (i.e. asking the respondent how competent they feel in a 
given domain) have at least two advantages. On the one hand, they are lightweight 
in terms of time and resources needed to implement and them and process the 
data they yield. On the other hand, they are not limited to one specific instance 
of competence use, as respondents can be prompted to reflect on their overall 
competence level with media across many situations. 
However, the relationship between self-assessed and actual competence levels has 
proven to be prone to distortions. In particular, less skilled individuals seem to 
overestimate their abilities in many social and intellectual domains, as their lack of 
competence deprives them from the kind of metacognitive skills that would allow 
them to recognize their own incompetence (Kruger & Dunning, 1999). Moreover, 
the quality of the assessment appears to decrease as the generality of the statement 
increases (Ackerman et al. 2002). In other words, self-assessments seem to be more 
accurate when they focus on specific tasks and abilities. For example, Hargittai (2005) 
found that an overall rating of self-perceived internet skill level (i.e. responding to 
‘In terms of your Internet skills, do you consider yourself to be... not at all skilled / 
not very skilled / fairly skilled / very skilled / expert’) was a much weaker predictor of 
actual skill level than an index constructed from seven self-reported ratings of the 
subject’s knowledge of specific internet-related terms. 
Essentially, this means that while the ability to assess media literacy through generic, 
transversal indicators can be seen as an advantage of self-assessments, it is largely 
mitigated by the increasing bias the instrument introduces in the assessment as the 
indicators become more and more general.

2.	 Observing performance in tests: assessing an abstract concept through situated 
performances 
Compared to self-reported measures of media literacy, assessments that rely on the 
observation of performance in test tasks are less biased, but more demanding. In 
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addition, this type of assessment faces a paradox that comes from the combination 
of two facts, that were partly stated earlier: (1) competences are transversal: by nature, 
competent individuals can deal with a variety of different problems and situations, 
(2) competences can only be reliably established through in-situation performances. 
Hence, confronting the individual with a one test task puts them in one situation, 
and successful performance in that situation does not guarantee ‘similarly successful 
performance in a new, but substantially different, complex situation. (Westera, 2001: 
82). In other words, test results only ever provide partial evidence of one’s abilities in 
a limited context, which cannot be considered a proof of competence.  
Still, if competence cannot be definitely proven, the next best solution seems to 
document how individuals are able to face a variety of tasks, situations and contexts. 
Different studies have taken different approaches towards introducing variation and 
diversity in the assessment of media literacy. In a non-comprehensive attempt to 
review existing media literacy assessment studies involving tests and performances, 
we identified four criteria along which tasks vary in the reviewed studies. A first 
criterion is the type of tasks or activities individuals are subjected to. For example, 
test tasks can focus on reception (e.g. viewing video segments, reading print articles, 
listening to radio reports) or production activities (e.g. video editing, website or blog 
development, document writing and composition). A second criterion is related 
to the type of media being involved in the tasks: print, audio and video records, 
electronic documents and platforms, etc. A third criterion has to do with the 
perspectives on media the task requires, from media as sources of information, to 
media as technical apparatus, to media as supporting social interaction, etc. Finally, 
tasks can be defined to match different levels of difficulty or complexity, from simple 
operations to open-ended problems.  
The studies we reviewed can be placed into three families, according to how they 
combine the four criteria defined above. Table 4 summarizes this distinction.

Table 4: Families of media literacy assessment studies 

The first family corresponds to studies seeking to assess media literacy in terms of 
mass-media analysis competences. Studies in this group all involve several similar tasks, 
which require students to read, view or listen to various selected media, and analyze them 
from different perspectives. The complexity of the tasks is constant across media. Typical 
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examples of selected media include news reports (Hobbs & Frost 2003; Arke & Primack 
2009), advertisements (Hobbs & Frost 1999; Quin & McMahon 1993), or fictions (Quin & 
McMahon 1993) in print, audio or video format. The perspectives applied to these media 
mostly relate to their semiotic construction and social entailments. For example, Hobbs 
and Frost (2003) asked students (among other things) to identify the purpose and target 
audience of three news reports, as well as the construction techniques they used, the values 
and points of view they presented, and the information they omitted. Arke & Primack 
(2009) used most of these categories, as well as the attitudes and feelings the media under 
scrutiny left the subject with. The tests used by Quin & McMahon (1993) required students 
to analyze ads in terms of the languages they used, and a sitcom segment in terms of its 
narrative construction.

The second family contains studies pertaining to information search and internet 
navigation competences. These studies limit themselves to a specific type of task 
(searching for information and evaluating found information). The media of choice is also 
constant: the World Wide Web (search engines and websites), and so is the perspective 
on this media: internet as an informational resource, used by subjects to answer selected 
questions. Some studies in this category use tasks of constant complexity. For example, in 
one of the first experiment of this kind, Hargittai assessed fifty-four internet users’ ‘ability 
to efficiently and effectively find information on the Web’ (Hargittai 2002: 2) by asking 
them to find information about local cultural events, music they could listen to online, 
a comparison of different US presidential candidates’ views on abortion, tax forms, and 
art by kids. In other cases, tasks that vary in difficulty are presented to the subjects. This 
is the case for studies published by van Deursen & van Dijk (2010) and Gui & Argentin 
(2011), in which tasks presented to internet users range from simple computer operations 
and basic interactions with hypermedia to assignments involving information evaluation, 
comparison and synthesis in open-ended contexts such as informing oneself before voting 
or planning a vacation.

The third family of studies takes a broader approach towards the assessment of 
media literacy. Such studies use different types of tasks on different types of media, 
considered from different perspectives, in an attempt to cover the variety of media literacy 
competences. A first example is the study by Eshet-Alkali and Amichai-Hamburger (2004), 
who subjected sixty media users to five independent tests related to different aspects 
of media literacy: photo-visual literacy (task: creating a theatre stage using a computer 
program), reproduction literacy (task: creating new meaning by rearranging the sentences 
in a text passage), information literacy (task: analyzing a news event reported in seven 
sources); branching literacy (task: plan a trip to Spain by searching the web), and socio-
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emotional literacy (task: having a conversation in an online chat room). The design of these 
five tests does not allow for the exploration of the relationship between the different types 
of media literacy they seek to assess. 

Our second example in this category is our own work on the media literacy 
competences of future media educators. As stated earlier, our assessment instrument 
included five different tasks, four of which referred to one of the dimensions of media 
literacy in our theoretical model (reading, navigating, organizing and writing). These 
four tasks confronted students with different types of media (from news reports to 
ads, to games, to blog posts, etc.), and required them to consider them under different 
(informational, technical and social) perspectives.

Compared to studies from the first two categories, which focus on one type of activity 
(mass-media analysis, or internet search), these two last examples have the advantage of 
providing a broader picture of the participants’ media literacy, but the disadvantage of 
relying on coarse indicators. 

Another way of comparing the studies from the three families is to consider the 
degree to which they consider the relationship between tasks, media, perspectives, and 
levels of complexity. From this point of view, the reviewed studies can be ordered on a 
continuum. At one end are tests that are analytical and additive by nature. Such tests either 
focus on one specific task, media and perspective combination (cf. second family), or use 
a collection of such combinations that are independent from one another (Eshet-Alkali 
& Amichai-Hamburger 2004). Halfway through the continuum are tests that apply the 
same set of perspectives on media across different media (cf. first family). Such tests can 
document how individuals master these perspectives in multiple reception contexts. Still, 
there seems to be room for the development of such types of tests outside the scope of 
critical reception tasks. Finally, at the other end of the continuum are synthetic tests that, 
like our own instrument, logically articulate different tasks, media, and perspectives on 
media, providing a multidimensional assessment. Although it only provides one problem-
situation for each type of task, this method has the advantage of allowing for multiple 
comparisons between tasks (e.g. how is the social dimension of media mastered by student 
when they read, write, navigate or organize media) and between perspectives (e.g. how do 
informational, technical and social aspects of navigation relate?) across multiple media. 
These comparison appears to us as a relevant way of assessing the transversality of media 
literacy. However, this approach does not integrate the relative assessment of tasks with 
different levels of complexity.
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Longitudinal assessments: comparability and practice effects
The second methodological issue related to media literacy assessment that we wish to 
discuss pertains to longitudinal assessments, which imply that participants be subjected to 
tests at different successive times. When the assessment takes place in the context of the 
evaluation of a media education program, each test takes place at a different stage of the 
participants’ training. This constraint poses the question of finding the balance between 
a conceptual approach of competence assessment, which would require to design the 
successive tests so that they confront students with substantially different novel situations 
(Scallon, 2004; Rey et al., 2012) and an operational approach requiring that students be 
subjected to significantly similar tests to ensure the comparability of results and the 
possibility of identifying changes in competence levels.

In addition, managing the degree of similarity between successive tests implies 
dealing with the possibility of two types of opposite effects, both of which can jeopardize 
the validity of the assessment results. The first type corresponds to practice effects, 
when students perform better the second or third time because they know the task from 
having completed it before (and not because they are more competent). The second type 
correspond to the fact that differences in the situations, problems or materials used in each 
test may cause variations in the students’ performances between tests.

The dominant strategy we found in the literature for avoiding these effects is to control 
the observational or experimental protocol. Numerous studies reporting on the evaluation 
of a given media education program combine identical pretest and posttest instruments, 
and include a comparison between a treatment and a control group (Hobbs and Frost, 
2003; Gonzales et al., 2004; Pinkleton et al., 2006 ; Scharrer, 2006; Pinkham et al. 2008; 
Primack et al, 2014). Control groups are used to isolate program-related changes from 
other contextual effects. While identical pretests and post-tests control for effects of the 
specificities of the tasks, they introduce the risk of practice effects.

Among the studies cited above, only one (Pinkleton et al., 2006) controlled for practice 
effects by using additional posttest-only conditions: both the treatment and the control 
groups were divided in two conditions: one that underwent both the pretest and the 
post-test, and the other that only underwent the posttest. This type of protocol, called 
the Solomon four-group method, allows researchers to detect practice effects: if both 
treatment conditions (with or without pretest) perform better than the control conditions, 
one can infer ‘that the treatment has an effect, regardless of any possible sensitization 
effects attributable to the pretest’ (Pinkleton et al., 2006: 28). This method is rarely used in 
the media literacy literature, probably because it is costly.

While controlled approaches towards the assessment of media literacy such as the 
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ones described above offer valuable guarantees in terms of the validity of their measures, 
working with identical tests, control groups and post-test-only conditions is not always 
either possible, nor desirable. In the context of our own longitudinal assessment, the 
absence of any other similar degree in the French Community of Belgium, as well as the 
small number of enrolled students, precluded us from working either with a control group 
or with post-test-only conditions. Moreover, the need to account for the breadth of our 
students’ media literacy (cf. issue #1) imposed the necessity to place them in different 
situations test after test. 

As described earlier, students took part in three tests. Each test required student 
to perform the five same tasks (plan a media education lesson, read and compare two 
documents, navigate and select media through a database, organize this database and 
design a media) as part of a different integrated scenario each time. Each scenario 
introduced a novel situation and specific materials. Each time, students were evaluated on 
the same (informational, technical and social) dimensions. The pretest scenario related the 
five tasks to the theme of avatars on social networks, with an intended audience of 15-year-
old students. For the halftime test, the scenario focused on the issue of advertising and 
the consumption of unhealthy products, with an intended audience of 12-year-old pupils. 
Finally, the post-test scenario dealt with conspiracy theories concerning the Charlie Hebdo 
attack in Paris, with a class of 18-year-old students.

In this context, we were indeed able to observe practice effects anecdotally, not from 
test to test, but from task to task within the same test. By the time they had reached the 
fourth task of their test (reading task), some students remembered the list of dimensions 
their answer had to cover (technical dimension, potential effects, audience, author, etc.), 
because the experimenter asked them to do so for previous tasks. Hence, they discussed 
these items spontaneously. Nevertheless, these spontaneous answers were seldom correct 
(or only partly correct), and failed to affect the students’ results to their test.

We were also able to identify effects of the different scenarios on the students’ results. 
For instance, students were better able to identify the author’s intentions when the test 
scenario focused on advertising (a lot of the media documents involved were ads) rather 
than when it concerned conspiracy theories. In addition, some students were more 
comfortable with one situation than with another. One of the students, for example, was 
specifically working on the analysis of conspiracy theories for his honors thesis. He was 
thus more knowledgeable on the third scenario than on the two first ones.

These observations lead us to the important issue of how to choose the situations, 
scenarios and materials that compose tasks so that they provide students with constant 
(across test), but also fair and equal (between students) chances of performing and 
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showcasing their level of competence. If consistency in the complexity of situations that 
tasks use as a context for performance can be assured through a thorough analysis of the 
situations themselves, the equality of students in the face of these situations is difficult 
to establish, as not only does it depend on their knowledge and skills, but also on their 
motivation and beliefs regarding the situation, or their own abilities. On this specific 
issue, Scallon (2004) contends that factors such as motivations, beliefs and attitudes have 
either to be measured as part of the assessment, or have to be discussed with the students 
before the assessment, so as to identify and make use of situations for which students have 
similar motivations, beliefs or attitudes.

Conclusions: supporting a useful appropriation of assessment results by 
teachers
There are numerous papers reporting on the evaluation of (pilot) media literacy programs 
in schools. The efficiency of such programs is measured in various ways, including their 
effects on the participant students’ comprehension and media analysis skills (Quin & 
McMahon 1993; Hobbs & Frost 1999, 2003), on their internet search and website evaluation 
skills (Kafaï & Bates 1997; Pinkham, Wintle & Silvernail 2008), on their critical thinking 
regarding media violence (Scharrer 2005, 2006), on their behavior and attitudes towards 
smoking (Gonzales et al. 2004; Pinkleton et al. 2007; Primack et al. 2014), and on their civic 
engagement (Hobbs et al. 2013; Kahne et al. 2012; Martens & Hobbs 2015). Although these 
assessments are often conducted in collaboration with the teachers involved in the media 
education programs, none of these papers discuss how the results of the assessment were 
appropriated by teachers.

One obvious explanation lies in the objective of these reports: to demonstrate the 
effectiveness of Media Education in general, rather than to focus on the optimization 
of a particular program. However, the scarcity of such discussions on this particular 
point also hints at the difficulty of translating assessment results into useful guidelines 
for pedagogical improvement. This is an important issue both for the researchers in 
charge of the assessment and for the media educators whose program is assessed: for 
the former, achieving that translation means valorizing their research, and increasing its 
social relevance; for the latter, it means reaping the benefits of their partnership with the 
researchers.

To conclude, we distinguish between three scenarios, in ascending order of degree 
of involvement of the media educators, in which the analysis of the assessment (in terms 
of observed levels of competences) can inform the correction of the training modules 
included in the program (courses, seminars, homeworks, projects) in the hope of improving 
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underdeveloped competences. In the first scenario (individual teacher coaching), the 
research team in charge of the assessment identifies the possible changes of contents 
and pedagogies for a given teaching module, and suggests that the teacher implements 
these changes. In the second scenario (curriculum management), the authority in charge 
of designing and managing the training program modifies it by removing existing 
modules or introducing new ones, based on the assessment results, and on the program’s 
competence framework. Ideally, this authority should include the research team.

In the last scenario (teacher empowerment), the teachers themselves design and 
implement changes to the contents of their classes and to the teaching methods they use. 
This means bringing the teachers to shift from the traditional intuitive question ‘what 
pedagogical activity am I trying to carry out?’ to the question of finality: ‘what competences 
am I trying to get my students to develop?’, either by involving them into the process of 
the longitudinal evaluation (the ideal method, as it requires teachers to adopt a research 
perspective), or by supporting the teachers’ appropriation of the assessment results. This 
second option is the solution we were able to implement as part of the work reported in 
this article. It consisted in providing teachers with an executive assessment report, written 
especially for them in an accessible language, and suggesting amendments for each 
teaching activity. The report was distributed and presented to the teachers at a dedicated 
meeting, where it was opened to the collective discussion.

When the objectives of media literacy education are defined in terms of competences, 
bridging the conceptual and operational gap that separates real life competences from the 
skills developed through formal school-based learning represents a significant challenge. 
We believe the last two scenarios (curriculum management and teacher empowerment) 
to support the autonomy of media educators (in the position of curriculum managers 
or teachers) in bridging this gap, thereby reducing the distance between media literacy 
research and media education teaching practices.
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