TEACHING MEDIA PRACTICE: EDUCATION, TRAINING OR 'TECHNICISM'

"In the area of media studies the academic and the vocational have often coexisted in an uneasy relationship... the technical and vocational aspects of the curriculum have often taken second place, overridden by notions of a liberal education..."


    Manuel Alvarado and Wendy Bradshaw, Media Education, 1992 (1) 

What, then, is the status of the teaching of Media Practice in Higher Education? To answer so fundamental a question, we must consider whether training and education are mutually exclusive. That might legitimise only a purist's vision of a wholly academic discipline called Media Studies. Is Media Practice the preparation of students for an identifiable job or career, or part of an education per se?

Clearly, the reality of the relatively recent 'explosion' in media courses is that in many HE institutions notions of vocationalism are often relatively new and quite apart from the more traditional, academic understanding of what constitutes 'education'. Recently, though, recruitment and, hence, funding implications actually make a vocational element more attractive: it can influence human and physical resourcing and political hierarchies within the institution. 
 

Often, though, little of the practical work undertaken by media students suggests in any way a training in professional practices, at least not in the outcome-related sense of an HND. The practical work produced is sometimes not only amateurish in terms of editorial and technical quality, but targeted at subcultures, rather than the more mainstream audiences of the mass media.

The theorist's notion of Media Studies as an analysis of discourse in mass communication may accommodate little that is truly vocational - but enrolling students' own preconceptions may be different. They later apply in droves for media jobs. Not surprisingly, many honest media educators, keen to distance themselves from vocationalism altogether, make their practical work as unvocational as possible - rallying to Len Masterman's warning: 'beware the technicist trap'. (2)

Can practical work be labelled vocational at all, if there is no realistic possibility of any vocation resulting from it? With graduate unemployment recently exceeding fifty per cent, some argue that no course has any claim to be a preparation for a putative job that the student may never actually get. Conversely, a student who has a skill has a better chance of getting that job than one who has not.

In Further Education, media courses are often overtly pre-vocational in terms of content and approach. In Higher Education, there are HND's, and first and postgraduate degree courses which can honestly be described as vocational. News editors consider the London College of Printing and Falmouth College of Art and Design fertile recruiting grounds. At Farnborough College of Technology we enjoy the active endorsement of partner organisations from across the media industries - 

and we offer handsome scholarships funded by television and radio companies. Every 

destination survey vindicates our prospectus claims about the vocational relevance of our teaching.

There is no such vindication, though, of GCSE or 'A' level Media - and there are many Degree courses, labelled 'Media Studies', which provide little preparation for a career in production.

The greater controversy lies within this second group. What exactly constitutes  practical work in academic Media Studies and what is there about it which might be confused with more transparent vocationalism? Bob Ferguson offers a neat definition:

"Practical work in media studies is about making meaning and understanding how one has done it." (3)

The simpler the resource allocation, the less the exercise can be confused with employment.  In seeking to avoid 'the technicist trap', many media educators espouse Masterman's definition of practical work as:

"... not an end in itself, but a necessary means to developing an autonomous, critical 

understanding of the media." (4)

Roy Stafford offers a further explanation of this:

"The great risk with practical work, it is argued, is that students will simply learn to ape the professionals, and that a critical, analytical perspective will be lost." (5)

The 'aping' of professionals, so unappealing to an academic, is actually considered a virtue in the truly vocational sector. Stafford's choice of the verb to ape may be a deliberately provocative one, although it means little more than to imitate: if apes learn by imitation, so too do human infants as they begin the process of socialization - and much educational theory is based upon the responses of Pavlov's dog and Skinner's rats to external stimuli. We depart from the simian approach to learning when we develop powers of critical analysis. Imitation of industrial practices would be difficult without some measure of evaluation and self-reflection.

Why, then, do some media educators relegate overtly vocational courses to a lower order called, pejoratively, 'training'? Conversely, is Media Education something elitist - part of a purist's vision of education as being unsullied by concerns of the outside world of work and instead ensconced in its own quasi-incestuous ivory tower of academic reflection?

Alvarado and Bradshaw detect such a class elitism in talk of a 'technicist trap':

"This again serves to privilege the academic and reify theory over practice - there is, 

after all, no 'theoreticist trap' on the agenda." (6)

They perceive a shift to vocationalism as a result of a 'mismatch between education 

and employment' in which the curriculum is being adjusted in order to better meet the needs of industry. (7) A change in emphasis in course provision, though, does not in itself resolve iniquities of status. In their review of developments in the vocational sector, they repeatedly refer to it as training:

"Again, this is grounded in traditional divisions with all their class resonances between mental and manual labour, education and training, the former belonging more to intellectual activity and to education with its notions of enlightenment, the latter to vocationalism and training, with its culture of labourism and preparing the masses for work." (8)

Unfortunately, this demarcation which might at first appear to consign all vocational courses to a lower order, does not easily square with the facts. While talk of labourism and preparing masses for work might well ring true in parts of the

traditional FE landscape - bricklaying, motor vehicle maintenance, hairdressing, beauty therapy, catering and so on it belies a gross underestimation of the much higher levels of cognition required in the conceptualisation and production of even relatively simple media artefacts.

In the armed forces, lower paid instructors happily deliver short courses they call 'training' in such routines as loading a gun in ten seconds, applying a bandage under fire and so on. Constructing a narrative on paper, storyboarding it, scripting it, and planning and executing its production in all the great detail required are a world apart from military automatism, waiting on table or regapping spark plugs. Researching a news or feature story with the aim of making it interesting and accessible to a defined audience - while seeking to avoid charges of bias and mis-representation - is no simple task. While we know from our 'Media Studies' that this is an act of mediation or re-presentation of an aspect of 'the world out there', we should not misjudge the ability and intelligence needed to do it - this is not the deskilled, repetitive manual labour of the production line.

Yet, compare this reality with Tim Blanchard's charge:

"Technicism has... held the less hidden agenda that courses with an ostensible practical and vocational bent are most suitable for those 'less intellectually able'." (9)

Which, then, of the following courses with 'an ostensible practical and vocational bent' could we also reasonably consider suitable for those who are 'less intellectually able'? A Post Graduate Certificate in Education - undeniably vocational and certainly practical; a BSc in Pharmacology - the study of the uses and effects of drugs, with a clear emphasis on the development of new ones; a MA (Education) in Media Education... Certainly, it can be argued that students on each of these courses are engaged in such study in order to further their own present or intended vocation.

Compare the high status accorded those courses with tabloid representations of academic Media Studies in schools as being a subject for dreamers and low achievers. 

Bob Ferguson blames the discipline's origins in liberal studies:

"In practice, film and media studies became a potential means of keeping recalcitrant, 

apathetic or bored students occupied. ... discussion of films, though valuable and interesting as a part of media studies, was substituting for the notion of teaching and learning. Invisible pedagogies were legitimising the retention of ignorance and establishing work and enjoyment as polarities in the educational system and coming down in favour of the latter. ...an educational prejudice was also being fostered: namely that if a subject on the curriculum is popular it should not be too intellectually demanding." (10)

Rather than dismissing vocationalism, then, media educators could instead be arguing for future (and present) media practitioners to be initiated - educated - in the theories generated by their discipline. Alvarado and Bradshaw recognise this in their account of BECTU's criteria for course accreditation:

"The theoretical component should include... an understanding of the 'social', 'cultural and political context' of the media... This should incorporate 'a critical understanding of the influence the media have on public attitudes to issues of race, gender, sexuality, class, disability and political beliefs'." (11)

Jenny Grahame sees the distinction between classroom exercise and the world of work as blurred:

"Indeed, it could be argued that any practical exercise exploring the way meaning is 

produced is a form of simulation of professional practice: most media work aims to 

investigate the collaborative processes, industrial constraints and conventions which shape and determine media products." (12)

Where rule-breaking is a deconstructive device, one presumes the media educator explains to the students that what they are doing in their study of the making of meaning is precisely what the professionals do not do. To what lengths should a media educator go, in order to visibly distance what is happening in the classroom from what occurs in the workplace? How motivated would a student group be, if asked to produce not a magazine lots of people would want to read, but instead one which noone would find interesting?

The low achiever taking GCSE Media Studies should certainly be divested of the impression that on its own it is going to lead to a job in a very competitive field in which even graduates compete feverishly to succeed. It could be argued that it is similarly incumbent upon those delivering an HND or a GNVQ to teach only the vocational. If BECTU perceives an advantage in future prof-essionals engaging 

with media theory as well as learning the practical and cognitive skills necessary for 

production, why should some theory not be incorporated into the vocational course?

Some students, technicist to the bone, may rebel against the added theory with their vocationalism, but again, explicit course publicity material and honest counselling prior to recruitment must be the answer.  

What, though, is the nature of 'education'? Does it enjoy an intrinsic value which bestows benefits - some tangible and some not - upon students by virtue of their having studied one or more disciplines which add to the sum total of their experience of life? Or instead, are all learning experiences legitimised only in terms of their potential use in securing and doing a job?  An academic course in Media Studies need not further justify itself by claiming a vocational dimension, however great the practical element may be. If the amount or the nature of practical activity would render such a claim inappropriate, or the resources available inadequate, then to do so would be dishonest. Conversely, less academic courses should proudly exhibit their vocationalism - providing it can be justified - without those teaching them being marginalised as delivering something less than educational or belonging to a lower order.

No course is a guarantee of a career, but we can ask whether it is truly a preparation for one, and whether the students are of the calibre to succeed in that career. Similarly, practical work can have nothing or very little that is vocational about it - if the course is intended, and understood, to be academic.  If we accept that all taught Media Practice - whatever its declared intention - is part of that discipline called Media Education, then all those who teach it must be media educators of equal status. Such a rationale cannot fairly derogate a group called 'media trainers'. A mutual accommodation between the two complementary paradigms will be achieved only if media educators - and the institutions - are honest with prospective students and with each other.
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