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‘Recently, media studies A-level has been the fastest growing course in terms of student numbers.  There are more than 1,000 undergraduate media studies courses.  Do they equip the student for a job in the media?  Many senior figures in that industry think not.’  

Chris Woodhead, (Sunday Times, 13/8/00)

Introduction

Media educators are often on the defensive.  Our practice – teaching media practice – comes under repeated attack from several different quarters, and among them are our colleagues in the media.  It is not just tabloid newspapers, though, who appear to view media education as a soft target.  Others who should know better join in from time to time, with equally ill-judged assertions that reveal misunderstanding and misconception.  We do defend ourselves, although not always with a consistent or convincing response – and it is a clear, coherent rationale for our pedagogy that is needed to properly legitimise our practice. 

So, this attempt to rationalise the teaching of media practice will begin by challenging some common misconceptions, and then it will situate our brand of vocationalism within the wider educational context.  The first such misconception is the confusion of media practice with media theory.  When Chris Woodhead criticised media studies, he identified its emergence, alongside degrees in knitwear, pig enterprise management and beauty therapy, as symptomatic of a lowering of academic standards.  His main criterion for judging media studies was employability in the media industries.  

Making such an assertion, though, is to fail to distinguish between two related and not mutually exclusive paradigms: one which theorises and deconstructs media products and practices for wholly legitimate academic purposes, and one which seeks to train and prepare individuals for careers in production.  However, Woodhead can hardly be blamed for confusing the two, when some media educators do the same.  The distinction between media studies and media production is one that needs to be made more forcefully.

Contrasting paradigms, confusing goals

Although employment in the media is a reasonable measure of the success of a vocational course, it is less appropriate in the case of media studies.  Certainly, few serious commentators ever question the worth of English as a discipline, on the grounds that it is an inadequate route to a career as a novelist or as a poet.  In fact, few students of history find employment as historians, of sociology as sociologists, or of anthropology as anthropologists.  Conversely, when such graduates find employment as market analysts or traders in financial futures, it is not because of the subject matter they have studied, but the fact that they have studied something at degree level.

Media studies as an academic discipline, and its forebear film studies, must surely be coming of age some seventy years after F. R. Leavis (1948) first suggested that part of the school curriculum should teach pupils how to ‘discriminate and resist’ media influences.  In the early 1980s, Len Masterman and others demonstrated the potential of media education for scholarly activity, in developing critical, investigative and expressive ability.  It is surely unremarkable that an interesting and hence popular subject should have developed through increasing breadth and depth into further and higher education.  

The differences between decoding and analysing the works of Shakespeare and those of Bunuel are few, and they relate more to content, context and medium than to the nature of any cognitive activity involved.  While Leavisite notions of inoculation may have become outmoded, there is a greater relevance today to students engaging with contemporary media portrayals of the world they inhabit, than to their studying written accounts of past societies – Dickensian London being as mediated a re-presentation as Spielberg’s wartime France.  Relevance is not everything, when considering the worth of academic study, but it is surely a bonus: although the purpose of this argument is not to contest the value of studying English, but to use it to legitimise study of its younger relation.

However, in the analysis of media texts, reception alone can be an insufficient approach.  Active learning - often implicated in the most engaging of pedagogies - can be achieved by encoding as well as decoding: hence the role of practical work in media studies.  Deconstruction and convention subversion are two strong examples of how production can be a powerful means to academic engagement with media practices.  Practice can richly inform theory, just as theory must inform practice - so production can be seen as a legitimate dimension of many an academic programme with few pretensions towards vocationalism.

When Masterman, Roy Stafford and others began to report frustration and disappointment among school children studying the media, they perceived a major disadvantage of practical work in an academic context: despite its superficial attraction, using the technology in the classroom could impede learning as well as promote it.   Masterman himself warned:

“…the production of cheaply-made student radio, television or newspapers may actively increase media mystification, when beginners compare their own halting efforts with the polished products of media professionals.” (1985, 26)

Many media educators eschewed the teaching of ‘professionalism’, which was described by Stafford as inappropriate ‘aping’ of industrial practices (1990, 81).  Doing so was intended to encourage the development of the ‘critical autonomy’ sought by Masterman (1985, 24) and often considered achievable through subversion and a deliberate lack of polish.  Adopting such a position in the debate had the added advantage for many of excusing poor or inappropriate technical resources and less than obvious production credentials in the staff, many of whom were drawn from other academic disciplines rather than the media industries.   Here lies an important distinction between programmes primarily concerned with media studies rather than media production.

Now, as then, the practical work produced in some schools and universities is sometimes not only amateurish in terms of editorial and technical quality, but also targeted at subcultures, rather than the more mainstream audiences of the mass media.  If such approaches promote academic learning, then they have an intrinsic value – but they should not be confused with the professional, employment-oriented training implied by vocationalism.  The main employers both here and abroad are commercial broadcasters and publishers (including the BBC, on whom the ratings and associated sales imperatives have seldom been stronger).  

No matter how much technological developments may increasingly permit thematic streaming and the targeting of niche markets, the ‘art house’ audience remains small, if not insignificant.  For example, Channel Four’s 1980’s flirtation with the Ghosts in the Machine was short-lived and quickly overtaken by commercial realities.  

Developing understandings through deconstruction and convention subversion, then, does not in itself constitute a preparation for the rigours of working slavishly to client briefs, accurately, with appropriate levels of creativity, in budget and to deadline.  There is no place at the news desk for experimentation and the avant-garde.  The harsh reality is that graduate destinations do not always fulfil the promise of the prospectus.

So to encourage enrolment with the carrot of employability in the media, without the certainty that the programme provides an adequate preparation for such a career path, is a confusion of aspirations which does bring our practice into disrepute.  Conversely, many theory-based programmes in media studies make no other claim than to be a critical engagement with the processes of mass communication.  Some of them deserve their good reputations for combining the best traditions of academia with the relevance of a subject matter which affects modern society far more pervasively than Shakespeare or Dickens could have dreamt of achieving in theirs.

Vocationalism per se

However, using practical experience to promote analysis of mass communication methods and effects ought not to be confused with vocational training.  Many institutions have recently developed an unaccustomed interest in recruitment levels, which has blurred old antipathies towards vocationalism, enabling them to capitalise on the recent surge in popularity of media as a subject.  

What, then, is vocationalism, if not a dirty word?  Why should a closer matching of programme content with career-specific outcomes incur opprobrium, particularly if governments now link education and employment in a single Whitehall ministry and seek to impregnate curricula with transferable Key Skills derived from the workplace?  With economic recession all too tangible a downside of recent boom-bust economics, and students now part-funding their own undergraduate studies, there has grown a new pragmatism in approaches to learning. 

Research published by Barclays Bank indicated that in 1999 the average student debt on graduation was £5,286, with 80 per cent owing money to the Student Loan Company, 61 per cent to banks and 28 per cent to credit card companies (Observer, 7/5/00).  Not surprisingly, a clear cost-benefit relationship has to be easily perceived by many prospective students, in order to justify to themselves and, perhaps, their sponsors, the physical and financial commitment demanded by three further years of study.
Gone are the ideals of the 1960s, when, to many, university life meant dropping out of society.  Today’s student perceives study not as an end in itself but as a means to an end – and that means employment.  The corollary is that employers must perceive the educational institution and the programme of study as likely to produce new recruits who would be of use to them.  Ian Macdonald noted the relationship between teaching media practice per se and the media industries, thus: 

‘One assumes that media practice courses have some kind of industrial rationale, and if there is one, what is the value if the links with industry are poor or non-existent?’

In fact, many of us enjoy close links with industrial partners all too happy to endorse our work as providing them with just the kind of recruits they need.   Few of those employers provide in-house training of the standard of the BBC’s graduate trainee schemes, yet they want degree-calibre people with some relevant skills and experience who can quickly be brought up to speed in situ.  A theoretical underpinning of practical applications is a bonus, and later in their careers it might differentiate the media graduates who have encountered semiotics from those with other specialisms who have not.

Many who indiscriminately criticise media courses, (certainly civil servants if not tabloids,) might reposition their stance towards specific programmes if confronted with more promising destination data.  That is because their condemnation is not based on antipathy towards vocationalism: employability is their main criterion.  Indeed, the disciplines currently enjoying their approval are among the most vocational imaginable.  For example, a post-graduate certificate in education is undeniably vocational and certainly practical, while a BSc in Pharmacology is the study of the uses and effects of drugs, with a clear emphasis on product development.  Similarly, a MBA is widely considered to enhance promotion prospects.  

Certainly, it can be argued that students on each of those programmes are engaged in such study in order to further their own present or intended vocations.  It is apposite to compare the high status accorded such programmes with tabloid representations of ‘media studies’ as being a subject for dreamers and low achievers.
Learning – and using – a language

Where, then, is the vocationally-oriented teaching of media practice situated in the wider context of Higher Education?  That is, the teaching that results in high levels of media-industry employment on graduation, and in employers actively seeking staff – among them alumni returning to a trusted source of new recruits
.  To add to the confusion, the answer lies somewhere in a dichotomy.  

Successful programmes in media production are at the same time both vocational and academically rigorous – because the hands, eyes and ears work most effectively in collaboration with the brain.  The informed practitioner who has a deeper understanding of the rationale behind technical options and operations may well be a more effective practitioner.

Furthermore, teaching the pushing of buttons, the framing of shots, the positioning of microphones is actually the provision of a means to expression.  Just as the history student, now writing an essay or a dissertation, must master the keyboard, the mouse, the icons and the back-up disk, so the media student must learn to communicate through another, more complicated but not unrelated, medium.  Behind that superficiality of the interface between producer and audience, creating a written text requires an ability to express ideas, to quote from sources and to develop a reasoned discourse.

Similarly, in television, the ‘language of shots’ is more than an idiom, or an acquired set of cliches, ready to be customised for any new circumstance.  It is a syntax, woven into which are the different elements of a lexicon which includes the close up, the MCU, and the long shot.  Beginning a televisual sequence with an establishing shot, then a zoom, then a head shot and finally a cutaway is the creation of a bi-sensory paragraph.  

That lexicon, though, is rendered infinitely more sophisticated when the programme content enters the frame: what, for instance, is the subject of the cutaway?  To pursue the metaphor, if colour bars are semiotically neutral (and on occasions they are not), a captured image may be as rich in diverse meanings as any entry in a thesaurus.  Add a soundtrack of music, effects and narration and the discourse thus being articulated can become a cacophony of meaning, creating in its wake potential readings far more elaborate than could be the case in the written essay or dissertation.

Of course, the articulation of the discourse may not be wholly competent, or it may misuse conventions unintentionally and so result in illegibility.  That is why competence in media techniques should be rewarded and its reverse penalised: ‘professional’ or ‘industrial’ standards do matter and should be an objective in media production, just as an essay should be spelt correctly and adhere to the rules of ‘good’ grammar.  The content, too, should stand the same tests as would be applied to the essay; the evidence as relevant and correct as the textual quotation.

So, the similarities between media practice and traditional academic endeavour are multiple.  The goal of the historian, the sociologist or the philosopher is to present an incontrovertibly-researched and competently-argued discourse, whether in a time-constrained examination, a seminar or a written submission produced at greater leisure.  Each is a collection, a synthesis and an analysis of published data, authoritative opinions and reasoned evaluation – all culminating in the drawing of pertinent conclusions.  In a dissertation, and at a higher level a thesis, the author strives to place in the public domain something new and of note, deserving of an audience’s attention.

The key differences between the above and a television documentary, a radio news report or a juxtapositioning of text and image, lie in the manner of their presentation and dissemination.  As artifacts they convey meaning via the methods by which they - each one a discourse of some kind - are received and ‘read’ by their audiences.  The choice of medium in turn impacts upon the size and nature of those audiences.  Issues of relevance and immediacy resurface when comparing the subject matter dealt with by the historian and the journalist.  The one is trapped in a world of secondary sources, (many of them unverifiable by cross-referencing,) yet prepared to embrace technological developments such as carbon dating where to do so is appropriate.  The other benefits from the ready availability of primary sources who are largely still alive.

Pluralism in education

The comparisons drawn above between different disciplines and approaches are no more intended to condemn than to provoke.  If such a discourse as is offered here has a motive, it is to clarify, where previously has existed confusion.  That different paradigms should exist in higher education, as elsewhere in enlightened pedagogy, should be a benefit of pluralism.  Respecting the traditions and outcomes of other disciplines is a pre-requisite to enjoying one’s own.

If we media educators can rationalise our own practice more coherently, less confusion in others may be the result. There is no ethical substitute for honest representation of programme strategies, content and outcomes, and for the careful counseling of prospective students in the light of their own needs and expectations.  Like more tangible products on a supermarket shelf, labeling should be clear and not misleading.  There may be no easy end to the tabloid headlines, but those capable of a more considered approach might prove more responsive.
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